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INTRODUCTORY 


EVEN before Colonel Ralph Isliain of New York revealed a 
few years ago the secrets of the ebony cabinet of Auchinlcck, no lover 
of Boswell’s golden and imperishable masterpiece who had also 
studied his correspondence wi^ his friend Temple could be unaware 
that he was what the French would call an kourdi, or Harley Street 
a borderline case: an eccentric; a scatterbrain; in the graphic fulk- 
plirase, something of a crackpot While his private papers amply 
confirm this impression, they show also that if Johnson’s Boswdl, 
like Luther and Swift, is a ^t to the Freudians, who could hardly 
hesitate to label him a maladjusted introvert with unbalanced thyroid 
and pituitarics, his condition can be, and has been, grossly exaggerated. 
All life Boswell was teetering on the verge of complete sanity; no 
madder, I suggest, than a thousand retired British colon^ preoccupied 
today with the secret of the Pyramids and the Lost Anglo-Saxon 
Tribes of Israel, and infinitely more attractive. Moreover, his aspirations 
were noble. With all his vanity he lacked huhtU and that rancid spiritual 
pride which is the doom of the dons. He yearned and struggled 
regularly for goodness. Like the wild poet Dafydd ap Gwilym in 
Llanbadam parish church, he was regularly dismayed at finch'ng 
himsdf, when the beU rang at the Elevation, with ’my face to some 
dainty wench and only the nape of my neck turned to the dear God.' 
Not without a curiously appropriate symbolism is his family crest, 
the hooded hawk, under the motto Vtaye Foy. James Boswell is 
perpetually attempting to soar into the empyrean, clogged by his 
firings, and perpetually falling to earth again, baffled; and perpetually 
in his own itnaginafiou he is the passage-hawk in yarak, free of the 
air and ‘plumed to the very point’ 

That mental instability wbick is the dominant BoswcU note is not 
necessarily a handicap, of course. Many academic phoenixes have 
extremely peculiar habits, ^ and semiTlunatics like Blake and Christopher 
Smart have endeared themselves to the English fot all time. But in 
Boswell’s case a touch of eccentricity took an alarmmg, form which , 
the world can neveir forgive. Other men of eminence may love wine 
. 1 Cf. E. F. Benson’s acid memoir on the dons of Cambridge. 
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to excess and run after women as indefatigably as he; other men of 
note may possess an absurd vanity and a devouring passion for the 
limelight But either a sleepless discretion veils their lapses altogether 
from the public gaze, or — as in the ease of a modem statesman found 
dancing an unsteady farruca in a London hotel cloakroom after a public 
dinner— tlic occasion is deemed private and the eyes of the world are 
tactfully averted. Alas, tact and discretion Boswell, like Peter Pan, 
never hiew. His candour is appallo^. There is no spark of malice in 
his nature, but, unlike the rest of us, he simply cannot keep his artless 
mouth shut A world in which human figures swim grandly to and 
fto like icebergs, nine-tenths of their real fecHngs and reactions carefully 
submerged and invisible (or what becomes of die social fabric ?) is 
hardly likely to overlook lapses from the code like Boswell’s. The 
malign disapproval of censors who can overlook any sin but sincerity 
follows him round perpetually like a cold white spotlight. 

Montaigne has said it, as many have remarked, for all mankind. 
‘Certes e’est un subject merveillcusement vain, divers, ct ondoyant 
que rhomme; il est malaysd d’y fonder jugement constant ct uniformc.’^ 
Man is frivolous, complicated, changeful, and elusive as flowing water, 
and to draw a clear conclusion from him is difficult Notwithstanding 
which immortal truth more arbiters than one have liandlcd and judged 
Janies Boswell with great case and annoyance. 

Moral reprobation, a suit in which few decent British critics are 
weak, has in fact beesn this fellow’s lot ever since he attracted public 
notice. Everybody knows his unfortunate effect on my Lord Macaulay. 
The Himmler of the Whigs lashes himself into a quite violent and 
menacing passion over Boswdl’s frailties. ‘Servile and impertinent, 
shallow and pedantic, a bigot and a sot, bloated with fionily pride, 
a talebearer, an eavesdropper, a common butt in the taverns of London’ 
— the prisoner has practic^y everything hurled at him except the final 
shattering charge, ‘un-English’. Carlyle, echoing some of Macaulay’s 
moral wrath, adds .with bare justice that Boswell has a heart of gold; 
though as Carlyle needs this to bolster up his Strong-Man-as-Hero 
whimsy his motive may be deemed a trifle suspect Many of Boswell’s 
own contemporaries, from Horace Walpole down to the minor play- 
wright HolCToft, chint a contemptuous chorus of ‘fool, blockhead, 
zany, lickspittle, buffoon.’ Hume, half playfully, said he was mad, 
and an autiiority of the progressive 1930*8 has diagnosed Ins case as 
incurable and established once for all by heredity, a theory which is 

^E»aij, 1, I. , , 
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not only sdcntifically unsound but snucks vilely of materialist deter- 
minism, as if the unhappy Boswell were a dog. 

None of his judges, if I may say so respectfully, explains clearly how 
this deboshed rake and lunatic managed to aeatc, in virile comely 
English, in the years of his alleged collapse, at least two works which 
will give delight as long as the lauguage endures, and reveal the hterary 
artist on almost every page; and equally, no attempt seems to have beeji 
made to apportion a just amount of blame for his foUics and back- 
slidings to at least one obvious source. Even odder, I think, is a 
unanimous gentlemen’s agreement to glide with uplifted eyebrow 
over one impulse of Boswell’s which, by bringing him in contact 
with a long-established therapeutic system notorious for its consum- 
mate knowledge and treatment of every spiritual malady conceivable, 
might possibly have changed his entire life. Good taste no doubt 
dictates this attitude, which Mr. Podsnap would highly approve? 
Good taste can possibly be overdone. It will not defile these pages to 
any extent. 

A warm affection for James Boswell — shared, one is glad to 
remember, by men of the stature of Paoli, Johnson, and Reynolds — 
is the excuse for reviving his case here. With no desire vdiatsoevcr to 
idealise or whitewash or explain him away, one feels the prosecution 
has so far had things too much its own way. Boswell, though not a 
bad man, is no edifying figure, certainly; yet to sit under some of his 
censors makes one wonder whether they themselves have no mark- 
book to show to the dread brother of Olc-Luk-Oie when he swings 
them on to his great galloping horse. An elementary course in moral 
theology might (one feels) have left some of them less easily liable 
to be surprised and maddened by human weakness. It is consoling to 
think that the bouncing Macaulay, for one, will have to explain himself 
atDoomsday-Leetwiththcrcstofus. Ifthe company of James Boswell 
was good enough, right to the end, for Burke, Malone, and Langton, 
it was certainly good enough for him. 

Pew of Boswell’s leading critics, apparendy, have ever been drunk. 
This disability no doubt makes them tend, when they assume the 
pince-nez of the d* instruction and open Dossier D, to lean more, 

towards drama than reality* For example, the shambling Zolagsque 
wretch we are invited to ♦contemplate slithering down the slope to 
boozy dissolution fiom 1777 onwards is actually the Boswell to whom 
Johnson says contentedly at this very period, ‘Sir, I don’t care though 
I ait all night with you’, and the Boswell who two years later is 
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duiming the Bishop of Chester and the prim tca-tablcs of Lichheld 
■with his agreeable presence. How docs this cliime with the prosecu- 
tion's case i And what of tlie trip to Cornwall in 1792 ? And the 
dinner at Lambeth Palace in 1794 i 
I suggest the truth is that though he was regularly tipsy, Boswell 
was not what the late Ivir. Don Marquis would hail as an Old Soak. 
He stood up to the bottle no less and no more successfully than 
distinguished fellow-topers in English literature like Addison, Steele, 
and Lamb, who have managed to capture the sternest critics’ indulgence 
so successfully. With his superb constitution he was never a candidate 
for a nursing home, and between the bouts he was plainly fit for any 
company. Distinguo, as St. Thomas Aquinas, greatest of modem 
philosophers, would say. I think a man may be ebrius, and even 
ehfiolus, yet not necess^y ebriosus; a drinker, yet not a drunkard. 
And is BosweE at his worst any more despicable than Pitt, whose 
excesses are so leniently handled by all historians t Or Fox, of whom 
Lord Rosebery merely remarks that his dissipation ‘■was hardly 
paralleled in that dissipated age’, and passes on ■without scolding? 
Boswell should have b^ a politician, perhaps. 

Due regard, therefore, will be paid in the ensuing pages to the forces 
which helped to make James Boswell what he was, and equally to the 
good intentions he so often and so desperately displayed. It is a 
nuisance to have to hale Macaulay to the bar again, but Britannia’s 
Lictor-in-Chief suffers one outstanding handicap in this connection, 
dearly revealed in one of his comments on Boswell’s Life, Dr. 
Johnson relatively approved a certain Dr. Campbell, who always 
doffed his hat on passing a diutch, though he rarely entered one; 
which dofBng sho^wed Qohnson argued) ^t Campbell at least had 
good principles. This moves Macaulay to a hoot of mirth. ‘Spain and 
Sicily must surely contain many pious robbers and well-prindplcd 
assassins 1 ’ he cries. They do, or did a hundred and fifty years ago ; and 
as Mr. Christopher Hollis has observed, it is difficult to imagine how 
these bad hats could have bettered themselves by turning atheist, or 
even Whig. Qpaindy enough, Macaulay’s grandfadier had been 
rapped over the sconce by Dr. Johnson for pr6cisely the same naivety, 
‘Sir,’ boomed the Doctor at the Rev. Mr. McAulay in the Hebrides, 
‘are you so grossly ignorant of human nature as not to know that a 
man may be petfetfiy sincere in good ptinciplesj without having good 
practice?’ Such innocence ran, apparendy, in the Macaulay family, 
and perhaps'thc Doctor’s conection "was still ranJdmg in the grandson’s 
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orgulous bosom when the Doctor’s disciple came up for trial. 

Boswdl was to some esetent, to say it again, a pathological case, and 
this is not a technical treatise. But apart from the keen pleasure (which 
every Johnsonian will admit and excuse) of writing about him and 
mingling thereby with old and dear friends and delightful company, 
and apart from the faa that a new book on or around Johnson and his 
circle should be written evciy ten years, and generally is, it is dear 
that there are facets of Boswell yet to be fully revealed, and a Diderot, 
or a Barbey d’Aurevilley, or a Proust would probably find his curious 
character as frscinating in its complexities as that of a Rameau, a 
Bnimmell, or a Charlus. There are times, indeed, when Boswell 
strangely recalls the entrancing Nephew of Rameau, without that hero’s 
inefl&.blc poise and irony. ’Vous savez que je suis un ignorant, xm sot, 
un fou, un impertinent . . What is this but the essjcnce of some of 
Boswell’s asides to his friend Temple, despite that buoyant complacency 
which enables him to dispute religion with Voltaire and discuss 
Royal frmily mattm with George HI? He conceals as little from 
Temple and his diaries as any Society woman imbosoming herself to 
her favourite psychoanalyst. He is at times almost equally frank 
about himself in his books, and I suspect he enjoyed such parades, as 
Rousseau enjoyed his own spiritual strip-tease performances. 

The influence of the Nouvelle Hilofse — and even the ConfessioftSt 
though he did not encounter these till 1792— on Boswdl m ig ht he 
worth estimating, perhaps. He had imbibed Rousseauism at the 
fountain-head, and thou^ he aflfeeCs to call Rousseau *the wild 
Philosopher’ and takes Hume’s side against him, he is obviously 
fascinated and impressed, like halfEurope, Apart from latent paranoia, 
Rousseau and Boswdl have more than one trait in common. In the 
Rousseau who preached the moral responsibilities of parenthood 
and packed off the fruits of his disgustful amours (Burke) to a foundling- 
hospice thcjTC is a streak of pure Boswdl; I mean, of course, in the 
antinomy, not the act, for Boswell loved his children. In the Boswdl 
who would fly to his inamorata from the arms of a drah, detail his 
lapse with ’all the doquence of a young barrister’, and end a luxurious 
emotional orgy by kissing her J^t and being forgiven, there is an 
obvious strain of vintage Rousseau. The vanity of boti mm was about 
equal. In the matter of madness Rousseau s sombre persecution-mania ■ 
gives him the lead, naturally, for Boswdl nevd: ceased to be a sodabb 
and kindly person. But morally Boswell takes the lead of the great 
Rousseau, for he knew good from evil 
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In liis nar riMism, therefore, BoswcU is to some extent a true child of 
his age. All through the second half of the eighteenth century, and 
beyond, sentimental Rousseauism permeates the air with its sweetish, 
headachy aroma. Its attraction for the nrilitary mind is especially 
striking. Not the Contrat Social but the Nonvelk Hiloise was packed 
amnng that ttunkload of works on military science and Oriental 
poHtics which accompanied Colonel Arthur Wellesley, afterwards 
Duke of Wellington, to India in 1796. Not the Contrat. Social but the 
Nouvelle H^lohe was included in the slightly more showy literary 
baggage which General Bonapai'tc took to Egypt witli him two years 
later. Byron and Shelley picking roses at Clarens on their joint 
honeymoon with Claire and Mary in 1814, feeling reverently that these 
bloonas were perhaps the progeny of those planted by Rousseau’s 
Julie, demonstrate a late but s^ ardent flowering of this addiction. 
Shdley’s adoration of Rousseau was fiery, and Byron’s impulse to 
advertise his incest with Augusta Leigh to the initiate in Manfred and 
The Bride ofAbydos worthy of the Philosopher himself. For this mystical 
longing for penance and expiation does not necessarily have the direct 
connexion with religion we see in the case of St. Augustine, or the 
types of Dostoievsky. The obsaircst diarist who, like Pepys and 
Boswell, is completely frank in sdf-cxamiuation, demonstrates it to 
some extent And since such diary-keeping, like Buchmanism and 
psycho-analysis, knows nothing of the disdpliue and reticence of the 
confessional, the rankest morbidity may lie behind the rather priggish 
satisfection of its adepts; the same morbidity, the same muddled 
need for expiation, I think, wliich drives the unhappy rich to cultivate 
the society of poets, literary men, actors, clowns, die dregs of the 
populace, and implants in jaded women of fasliion that desire to be 
humiliated and beaten by their profegds wltich is so familiar to 
psydiiatrists. Where the narcissist, often an invalid, writes deliberately, 
like Amiel and hdarie Bashkirtsefl', for publication, this exhibiti on ism 
can painfully embarrass and bore the reader. It should be noted here 
and now in Boswell’s fevour that he wrote neither his letters to Temple 
not his private papers for publication. One must be careful, therefore, 
not to magnify or distort his self-revelation. He cheerfully saw no 
objection to admitting more than once in print that he sometimes got 
drunk; He is extremely cateful never to mtantion in print, his other 
great obsession; confided striedy to Temple and to his diaries. 

Whether the fashionable Rousseauism of his period had any direct 
influence on Boswell or otherwise, more palpable forces were at work 
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from an early age on diis wliirligig and impressionahle brain. From 
late adolescence onwards Boswell was the proud friend and more or 
less constant associate of three intellectuals and philosophers, esprits 
forts on the French model, painstakmg enemies of Christ What he 
calls their *vain subtlety’ undoubtedly had some cfiect on him, though 
nobody seems to have taken it serioudy into account as yet And even 
if the sophistries and negations of Hume and Dempster, which Boswell, 
no metaphysician, found dffiailt to answer (his stout attempt to get 
Hume, a litde before his death, to admit the immortality of the soul 
shows that he was not entirely wax in their hands) secured no permanent 
hold, the more positive fasduation of the brilliant and eminent John 
Wilkes, my classical friend, Mr. Wilkes’, my gay friend’, Mr. 
Wilkes of Hdlfirc Club and the House of Commons, whose 
public record is so admirable and whose private life so vile, seems to me 
to have been monstrously ignored. Wilkes, one might say, is the 
Eighteenth Century as Rabelais is the Sixteenth and Aquinas the 
Thhteenth. Wilkes is the Primal Goat leering behind all that dainty 
flafla wc love in Thackeray and Austin. Dobson; a cynic whose genial, 
cultured, destructive charm strangdy recalls that of Goethe’s 
Mephistophdes, and whose smile Boswell never could resist Nor could 
most people. 

To defeat such influences was not easy. Boswell needed to frequent 
a strong prehensile intellect coupled with a calm and sweet and 
absolute sanctity, a Vincent McNabb, to dte a modem example. Like 
the rest of Europe, England was conspicuously short of such types in the 
dghtcenth century. Johnson and Paoli were great and good men, but 
not saints. Wesley is habitually canonised by his admirers, yet one 
may be excused for doubting whether that vidous bigotry which 
earned Wesley at length what Boswdl describes metaphorically as a 
‘hearty drubbii^g’ from Father O’Leary qualifies him for total sanctity 
in the final test. One other possible candidate on the fringes of the 
Johnsonian drdc, the Rev. ‘Rock of Ages’ Toplady, dispkydl almost 
the same spite against Wesley himsdf. There was nobody else of 
spiritual note in Boswell’s orbit bnt Bcnnet Langton, a good man but a 
dull one. The angelic Bishop CbaUoner he never encountered, since 
Challoner was a hunted man most of his life. It was a bad age for the 
mentally unstable; as Bishop Buder said, the contemporary intelligent- 
sia had one agreed topic for mirth ^d ridicule. 

The intelligentsia never know much about the eternal verities; yet 
I think the epicureans of the dghtccndi century have more excuse for 
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p/»<! nVnrff than auy modems, for they lived in and animated a world 
of grace and dignity as dead today as Troy, and admitting only one 
life, they knew the art of living it. 

That gracious Eighteenth Century world, so cruel to the unfortunate, 
so delightful to its favourites, was no doubt all Thackeray called it, 
shrinking aghast from die revelations in Hervey’s memoirs; it was 
rouged and fewning and lying and pushing and struggling and 
hraitless and godless, and it lacked most of the virtues which have since 
come in with industrial capitalism and the late Liberal Party. Yet to 
hear some twittering pedant of die Twcndedi Century patronisiug it 
gives one a grue. For if the Eighteenth Century lacked a great many 
things, including that mass-produced brilliance of thought and 
expression which is the glory of its present heirs, it did not lack a 
certain distinction of its own. Its privileged classes defended themselves 
against the poor with laws of devilish savagery, but its most odious 
politicians quoted Homer and Virgil in the House of Commons as a 
matter of course. To be rich under the Georges was to be disliked, as 
in every other age, yet what delicious compensations the Georgian 
rich enjoyed in their brief imcasy passage through this world ! Their 
dignified pavane to that paradise reserved for diem, despite themselves, 
by their State clergy, who, like Pope’s Dean, never mentioned Hell 
to ears polite, was chimed away in PaUadian mansions by the mellow 
comely clocks of Tompion and Rimbault Their delicate ‘chancy’ 
lived in cabinets by Chippendale and their soberly elegant, apricot- 
calf-bound books in tall cases carved and gilded by die school of Kent. 
Their wine was sipped from the glass of Venice and Bristol, their tea 
poured, sugared, and creamed from silverware signed by Paul Lamerie. 
Their ceilings and coaches were painted by Angelica Kauffinann and 
Cipriani; Their traxlesmen’s cards, engraved by Hogarth and 
Bartolozzi, are collectors’ pieces today. Their most wayward excesses 
in Iwroquc and chinoiscrie and toyshop-Gothic beat the gracious 
stamp of the crafbman.. The age had poise and individuality and the 
bel air, and its courteous smiling acquiescence in the caprice of such 
temperamental playthings as women; 

Say, ctud Trls, pretty Rako, 

Dear mercenary Beauty ... 

or lapdogs, like Horace "Walpole’s Tonton, is. an object-lcssoU' to its 
neurotac successors.,, Caliban, having banged die, Adam brothers’ 
Adelphi' into, dust with, huge iron bdls (so stoudy did those fine 
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houses, where Garrick entertained and Nelson sEmnia posed, resist the 
Woolworth Age) may well pause a moment and scratch liimself 
tlioughtfiiUy before rejoining Big Business, the usurers, and the 
inventors of the atomic bomb in the Song of Progress. 

With all the gracious comeliness of metropolitan liigh-life mirrored 
in Walpole's letters has likewise vanished that prevailing resilience, 
toughness, and defiant gusto which enabled the inhabitants of the 
inferno of misery on which the social structure was based to extract 
a kind of desperate, ribald, rollicking savour firom their fate, whether 
the pox, the poorhouse, the pressgang or the gallows. From public 
entertainments like Tyburn and Bedlam especially the mob d^ved 
die deep sensual satis&ction which League football and dog-radng 
yield it today. Tyburn's appeal was perhaps the more democratic; it 
could &scinatc a supcrdlious dilettante hke George Sdwyn and a 
j&shionable artist like Reynolds as powerfully as the raggedest sneak- 
diicf firom St Giles's. Boswell’s own lifelong reHsh for public 
hangings is notorious. According to the textbooks this should have 
developed a sadistic streak in him, as it did in so many other habitues; 
but although this taste for the macabre may have thickened his recurring 
gloom it certainly did not di min ish his natural kindliness or his pity for 
the unfortunate. I would personally link his addiction to Tybnm 
with his equal addiction to The Beggars Opera^ which spelt London to 
him. And London beglamourised him all his life. Unlike Johnson, 
who loved the town in a different way, Boswell remained the typical 
country cousin, perpetually avid of metropolitan sights and shows and 
sensations and swayed to the end of his days by that association of 
ideas — ‘London= pleasure* — ^which had captured him in his twenties. 

And it must be admitted on behalf of all provincial playboys that 
eightcenth-Krentury London was full of surprises, often fascinating. 
If I were compelled to choose one single anecdote containing the 
quintessential London of this century, I think my choice would be 
adventure of the gendeman who sat one night playing picqnet 
with the 'eminent sculptor Roubiliac, whose masterpieces help to 
clutter up Westminster Abbey, at Old Slaughter's Coffee-house in 
St. ' Martin’s Lane. Some time after midnight Roubiliac’s fidend 
discovered that he had foigottm the street-door key of his lodgings, 
whereupon the hospitable Roubiliac offered him a room for the 
night and dicy finished another bottle and the game. Retiring 
eventually and undressing, the guest, parting the bed-curtains, started 
back in panic at the sight of a hhdi corpse stretched before him. 
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He ran. He shouted. His host arrived. ‘Oh, dear 1 My good firen.’, I 
beg your pardon ! I did not remember Mary vas dare — ^poor Mary ! 
she yesterday wid dc small-pock ! Come, come, you must take 
part vid my bed — come — poor Mary vas my hos-maid for five-six 
year— come !’^ 

This bawdy and breathtaking I’own I have ventured to etch as a 
background in some detail, in Boswell’s behalf and dcfaicc. In the 
London he loved so passionately all the wickedness the Victorians 
drove underground flaunted itself openly, with a thousand jovial 
gestures, beckoning Mr. BosweU on. London is part of his existence, 
and even the Paris he visited, I think, needs a little similar attention 
if we arc to see him there dearly, for he was a plastic creature, strongly 
affected by environment and circumstance. We need to view the 
sights he saw, the sounds he heard, the fiddles and the candle-light, 
the racket and the glitter and the stench. Portunatdy there are a 
thousand ways of re-crcatiug Boswell’s London. I have drawm on 
Hogarth, Fielding, Smollett, Lady Mary Coke, Horace Walpole, 
Hervey’s Memoirs, Lives of the Most Remarkable Criminals, etc,, the 
Newgate Calendar, J. T. Smith’s Life of Joseph Nolleketts, RA., con- 
temporary files of The Gentleman's Magazine and The Loudon Chronicle, 
the archives of Drury Lane, and a dozen other obvious sources. 

For the rest, I have prindpaUy used Boswell’s Life of fahnsoti, the 
Corsican and Hebridjs journals, the Temple Correspondence, 
Hawkins’s L)J% of Johnson, Parir^ton’s Diaries (cd. Greig), the memoirs 
of Mrs. Thrde, Hannah More, Fanny Burney, Laetitia Hawkins, and 
Thomas Holcroft, and Murphy’s Essay on the Life and Genius of Samuel 
Johnson, LL.D., and I have, of course, browsed deeply on Lieut,- 
Colond R. H. Isham’s privately-published edition, in eighteen 
handsome volumes, of The Private Papers of James Boswell (193 a), 
edited by Geoffiey Scott and F, A. Pottle. Tl^ luxury of scholarship 
deserves an envious word. An enormous m^ of original MS,.enttusted 
by Boswell a little before his death to. a much-prized ebony cabinet at 
Auchinleck, a Kincardine heirloom, was acquired by Colonel Tsliam 
in ipaS ftom.the owner, James Boswell, Baron Talbot de Malahide, 
Boswell’s great-great-grandson and only male descendant. To decipher 
and arrange this jumble, much of it in BoswdOl’s most difficult scrawl or 
in abbreviated script, in Sided ink, often on half-perished paper or mere 
scraps, was a considerable feat,, involving immense; labour. Superb as the 

* J. T. Smidi, BiogtaphM Sketdies, «<f., of several s^Hsts and Others, contemporary 
with NoUekens, . 1829. 
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result is, the collection is even then not quite complete, by no fault of 
the editors. For example, the Wilkes correspondence has vanished, and 
a bundle of manuscript notes pertaining, apparently, to the middle 
of the Lije perished in or after transit from Auchinleck to Ireland, 
many years ago. As Boswell’s intiinate papers are occasionally, but 
not abnormally, lewd, and far less so than Pepys’s, discreet censoring 
will enable them some day, no doubt, to be published in the ordinary 
way for the world’s pleasure. They contain fascinating pieces like the 
daily journal of Boswell’s German tour of 1764 and of his Cornish 
holiday in 1792, the entrancing interviews with Rousseau and Voltaire, 
a frir amount of Johnsoniana which he never used, a marvellous view 
of London and Scottish life, and a wealth of information about 
hims elf and his enormous acquaintance. To everyone fortunate 
enough to possess this very expensive and limi ted set the Private 
Papers must inaease the enjoyment of die Life a thousandfold. My 
thiiks are due to Colonel Isham for permission to draw on them for 
the purpose of this booh. 

Among modem authorities, the study of Boswell by Mr, C. E. 
Vulliamy (1932), from whose implacable conclusions I differ passion- 
ately, and Professor C. B. Tinker’s YottngBostvell are noteworthy. I have 
to thank the Recorder of Carlisle, Mr. Edward Wool!, KLC., and the 
Town Clerk for very kindly supplying me with information concerning 
Boswell’s brief recordership of that dty, 1788-90; Mr. H. V. Morton, 
for valuable topographical data; the Director of the National Portrait 
Gallery, for permission to rqiroduce two portraits of Boswell and one 
of Gamick; the Director of the Tate, for die Johnson portrait by 
Reynolds ; and the Keeper of the Prints and Drawings, Briti^ Museum, 
for The Covent Garden Morning Prolick and Hogarth’s caricature of 
Wilkes, and Messrs. B. T. Batsford, for an illustration from Hogarth’s 
Rake’s Progress, The reader is smoothly urged to bear in mind that this 
book is but a sign-post to Boswell’s Life tf Johnson. It is hoped that if 
nothing more, it may add one or two to that large company whose 
copy of the Life stands ever at the bed-head, dogseared and shabby with 
handling. Which indeed was a very good reason for attempting it 




chapter One 

A BEDROOM IN 
GREAT PORTLAND STREET 
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STEPPING into his soberly elegant chariot on the evening of 
May i8, 1795, outside a house in Great Portland Street, and rolling 
westward, Dr. Richard Warren, Physician to the King, could hardly 
help reflecting, as he smoothed his neat ruffles and nursed his gold- 
headed ebony cane, that the notable patient he had just quitted was 
more amenable in extremis than some. 

It was four years since an unfortunate example of Dr. Samuel 
Johnson’s characteristic ‘bow-wow’ manner on his dying bed, endured 
by Dr. Warren in person, had been printed for all the world to read 
in Mr. James Bosw^’s Life of the Doctor, which had been so successful 
Over their darct some of Dr. Warren’s less prosperous brethren of 
the Faculty doubtless discussed it stiU, with a certain relisli. 

‘I hope, Sir, you are better e* 

‘No, Sir; you cannot conceive with what acceleration I advance 
towards death.’ 

As a member of the Literary Club and a man of broad culture, 
apart from his wealth and professional eminence, Dr. Warren, brooding 
aftesh on this affiront to his bedside manner, may have compared it in 
his ntind to some of the ruder feeedoms of Moli&rc. It was too late, 
alas, to hope that this anecdote might be omitted feom the forthcoming 
Third Edition. Mr. Boswell himself was now dying. 

The Great Portland Street house, No. 122 — in Boswell’s day No. 
47 — still stands, though Dr. Warren would recognise ndthet its interior 
nor its grimy red-brick Victorian frontage, with an engineering store 
occupying tire whole ground-floor. The street no longer opens to 
the north on a rural prospect backed by the green hills and village 
windmills of Hampst^ and Highgate, and it is difficult to realise, 
as one paces its greater length today, that a couple of weeks before 
this particular May evening of 1795 Dr. Warren’s chariot was 

ai 



22 


TlUi HOOUKO HAWK 


undoubtedly held up by a group of tousled milkmaids, brave witli 
ribbons and wreaths and posies, dancing a rondo in the roadway to 
the tune of Coine, thou my dimpled Boy I saaped by a blind fiddler, 
and followed by a capering and slightly drunk sweep dressed as 
Jack-in-tho-Green, covered with shrubbery and jingling bcUs.^ These 
artless tinklings and fiddlings, wbicli so captivated tb'c sculptor 
NoUckens, R.A., were not to enliven Great Portland Street on a May 
Day much longer. The shadow of the Industrial Revolution was on 
the horizon, though the last feeble vestiges of those Arcadian rompings 
with which the eighteenth-century London proletariat stiU welcomed 
in the month of Mary — ^its primal significance had of course been 
forgotten long since — were to linger late into die Victorian age. Labour 
celebrates May Day now with less charming rites, and is possibly no 
happier. 

Mr. Boswell lay dying in his house in Great Portland Street. His 
bedchamber one may c^y restore in imagination. The curtained 
mahogany four-poster, chairs, brass-handled tallboy, and chest of 
drawers, the "Wilton carpet, the small pyramidal wash-hand-stand 
with its fiowery china, the candlesticks of brass, plate, or silver, the 
prints on the walls, the gilt-£ramcd mirror, even the wig-block in the 
alcove might be reassembled now firom a dozen London repositories 
and sale-rooms. Boswell was suficring from a tumour on the bladder 
and, apparendy, uraemia. Takai suddenly ill during his last evening 
with die Literary Club, five weeks previously, he had been conveyed 
home in a coach and put to bed. There was not much mystery about 
the roots of his distemper. ‘I thank you sincerely for your fticndly 
adtnonition on my fiailty in indulging so much in wine', he had written 
a few months previoudy to his old clerical friend Temple. T do 
resolve anew to be upon my guard . . . How miserably have I yielded 
to it in various years 1’ 

Temple and all his other fidends had long lost count of dxe number 
of times he had taken this vow in various forms over the past thirty 
years. Boswell was always resolving not to drink so mucL His sociable 
temperament ahd the most sottish age in EngEsh history were against 
him. By the 1760’s panio-legisktion controlling the sale of poison to 
the poor had Hogardi's Gin Lane ('Drunk for id., dead drunk fir 2d., 
straw for nothing’) more or less in hand; but a myriad ff^w-open 
taverns and the smoking nighdy punchbowls of a myriad clubs and 

^ The (rebuilt) Gxeeu, Man tavern by Poitkod Road tjiadet^und itadou 
perpetuates Jackrix><h&-Gxcea*8 mejuoxy itx tiiii' patdbuhc district 
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Other convivial and patriotic assemblies did not notably discourage 
that sturdy Nordic devotion to the Dive Boutcillc illustrated at one 
end of the social scale by the great Pitt’s historic and nearly fatal 
midnight highway firoUc, ‘his reason drown’d in Jenkinson’s 
champagne’, with Dundas and Lord Chancellor Thurlow, and at the 
other end by Thomas Turner, the Sussex village tradesman, hallooing 
in a rustic orgy with ‘the Parson of the Parish’, being hauled out of 
bed in the early morning for more potations by the parson’s wife and 
other revellcns, and a week later, with the same company, ‘drinking 
like Horses, as the vu^ar Phrase is . . . dancing and pulling Wigs, 
Caps, and Hats . . . behaving more like Mad People than they that 
profess the Name of Christians’.^ Midway between these two poles 
and a little below the Squire Westerns, those mighty tosspots brforc 
the Lord, came the solid bourgeoisie such as the ‘decent people of 
Lichfield’, whom Johnson remembered as getting drunk regularly 
every night; a habit which sobered down to once a week by the end 
of the century. In what Dr. Young called ‘Britain’s aweful Senate’ 
itself you might find a Prime Minister or Foreign Secretary, full of 
Bellamy’s port, perhaps too drunk to rise, perhaps swaying gently 
on his legs and outiining Government policy thickly to a glazed and 
muzzy House. Even more than continuous over^ting, continuous 
boozing expanded the waistcoats and shortened the lives, as Thackeray 
■neatly put it, of the eighteenth-century British In Lord Rosebery’s 
more stately phrase, speaking of the corpulence of the House of 
Hanover, ‘their danger lay in a full habit of body*, Boswdl was only 
fifty-five when he died, and hr too plnmp. 

Since Johnson s death, (hough not on account of it, he had taken a 
litde more steadily to the bottle. He was a disappointed nun. HSs 
earliest and principal ambition, to ruffle it in die Parks and the 
fashionable coffee-houses in the scadet-oud-gold of his Majesty’s 
Guards, he had relinquished under parental pressure in adolescence. 
The spectacular legal and poKtical career he had promised himself at 
intervtJs ever since had fizzled out in boozy dreams. His reputation 
had defeated him at the Scottish Bar, He had not made any figure 
at the English Bar, As for a public career, his most strenuous attempts 
had fiuled to make Pitt anid Dundas realise his importance to the 
country and the dcsirahility of recognising it with the gift of a .snug 
place. His one and only active patron, Lord Lonsdale, Dictator 

^ The Dkry of Thomas Turtier of East Hoathly^ Sussex (1754-65); ed. by F. M. 
Turner, London, .1925, 
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of the North, to whom he owed liis brief Recordership of Carlisle, 
had not long since shattered any final hopes of a Parliamentary 
seat with insulting brutality and humiliated him in front of a couple 
of Lowther flunkeys; as is the lot of men who place their trust 
in tlie wayward and insolent great. Propped on liis pillows and 
awaiting deatli, Boswell liad little to fortify himself witli now but tlie 
affection of his elder daughters Veronica and Euphemia and his two 
schoolboy sons, Alexander and James, the certainty, despite some of the 
critics, of having lately published an enduring masterpiece, and the 
last consolations of a religion he had discussed all his life, drunk and 
sober, but rarely practised. Unlike some of his critics, I am not 
inclined to raise a quksdcal eyebrow over the assurance of a friend of 
Boswell’s after his death that ‘at tlie end prayer was his stay’. He had 
as good a right to the infinite mercy of God as Lord Macaulay himself. 

It has bcOT rightly pointed out by Mr. VuUiamy tliat Johnson’s 
influence for good over Boswell can easily be exaggerated if based, 
as it usually is, on the assumption that they were practically inseparable 
during the greater part of their twenty-one years’ fiicndslup. The most 
casual study of the Life sliows that apart from the fourteen weeks of 
the Hebrides tour they were together relatively little. I have not tried 
to count up the approximate total number of days they spent in each 
other’s company. It would be an interesting cxjxaimcnt. More 
than six years when they never saw each other at all can be subtracted 
in a lump from that twenty-one to begin with, in three separate 
periods; probably another four or five could be added almost 
immcdiatdy. And Johnson’s influence was often intermittent even 
when they were both in London. For this reason it is clearly a mistake 
to regard the years after Johnson’s death as essentially the years of 
Boswell’s decline and fall, as it has been called. He had been up and 
down more than once or twice before Johnson died. He was always 
climbing and slipping. Faoli as well as Johnson tried to steady hinL 
His wife also did her best It must have been like trying to grasp 
quicksilver. The unstable Boswell, defied all discipline. To some 
extent of course, Johnson was able to project his influence over him 
at long-distance, as their correspondence shows. It is plain that 
Johnson was his principal sheet-anchor, and that but for meeting 
Johnson he might rather sooner than later have disgraced himself 
for ever in some wild folly or sunk long since into that madness of 
melancholia, the fear of which ofinn haunted him, as it did Swifr, in 
black .moments. 
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A bitter thought for a dying man. Yet the doud over his departure 
need not have entirely excluded, from the world's standpoint, a ray or 
twoofsunshiirc. The Biographer had created the Book. The celebrity- 
hunter had bagged other big fish than Johnson: Paoli and Hume and 
Voltaire and Wilkes and Rousseau, for example, and Sterne, and Mrs. 
Rudd, hcromc of a famous Old Bailey case, and very nearly Frederick 
the Great, had the blue Scots bonnet Boswell flaunted so eagerly at 
Potsdam managed to hold that sergeant-major's attention from the 
drill-ground. The connoisseur of life and letters had been on terms of 
friendship with not only the most eminent Enghshmen of his time, 
Johnson, Burke, Reynolds, Garrick, Bumey, Goldsmidh, but, judging 
by his diaries, half London.^ For one bully like Lonsdale the man 
of the world had known a dozen patricians more gctdal — ^Lord Eglin- 
toun, for example, who took him as a youth to the Jockey Club at 
Newmarket; Lord Mountstuart, his companion in Italy; the Duke 
of Montrose, at one of whose parties he got so royally drunk; Lord 
Errol; Lord Pembroke, who entertained him nobly at Wilton; even 
the great Argylc, despite his lady Duchess’s coldness. Among the 
flower of Scots elegance and nobility young Mr. Boswell had danced 
a minuet at Holyrood Palace on the Quccai's Birthday, and had fre- 
quendy been a guest since then in marble halls, amid the silver flam- 
beaux, the powdered flunkeys, the feathers, the fiddles, and faHals ; 
’where only once, in the drawing-room of Miss Monckton, afterwards 
Countess of Cork, liad he made a really notable exhibition of himself m 
the presence of a frigid, glittering assembly, for at Lord Falmouth's in 
1792 his host was equally drunk. On the whole, viewed in 1795 down 
a long diminishing vista of polished floors and crystal chandeliers and 
Venetian mirrors, the strutting figure of James Boswell, Esquire, of 
Aucliinleck made no inconspicuous or inelegant appearance. Though 
he enjoyed high-life, like most people, he was no more of a tuft- 
hunter than tlic majority of men in an age which greatly revered 
peen, allowed them to plead privilege when they collided with the 
laws of England, and protected their lowest menials from arrest. It is 
ridiculous to style any eighteenth-century man a snob for bending a 
flexible back before a tide. Johnson himself addressed with respect the 
obscurest nobleman of the Irish PlantatioiL Wc may note in passing 
that this traditional halo round the peerage lingered wdl into the 
Victorian Age. Mr. Jawleyford in Mr. Sponges Sportiftg Tour is a 
gendeman with a large and complicated crest and a pedigree as ancient 

^ The Index to the Private Papers contains some 6,500 names, numbers of them 
distinguished. 
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as Lord Scamperdalc’s, but his obsequious attentions to that scrubheaded 
Mohock still mark the proper distance between a commoner and a 
peer of die realm. Boswell may have deferred to peers politely, as 
convention required, but he did not run after them to any extent. His 
marked predilection for the company of actors, indeed, was almost 
pnn ngh to show his social equals tliat he was slighdy cracked, despite 
the way he perpetually flourished his descent from Robert Bruce and 
Boswell of Flodden Field, and his kinship witli the Kincardincs and 
the Sommelsdycks. 

An anima ted life; a life he liad largely relished, good times and 
bad. It may be that as he lay in Great Pordand Street, staring at the 
tender May sky which makes London briefly enchanting, there was 
mixed with the comforting memory of good deeds — ^for he had that 
warm heart so few men have, as Carlyle righdy says, and he had always 
been generous; as a lawyer he had fought for the miserable, as a landlord 
he had cared for his people — a glimpse of one or two of those picaresque 
strolling players and diktre-men of his youtii whose own ‘animation 
and relish of existence’ had so fascinated liim, and who, one or two of 
them, were so oddly connected with the great event of his life. The 
shabby-genteel figure of Francis Gentleman, actor and ex-Army 
officer, may have lingered before his eyes especially. Gendcman, who 
dedicated a bad play to Boswell (for money) at Glasgow in his student 
days, had been the.^t to describe to him visa dbe flgure and manner 
of the edebratod Dictionary Johnson. The more respectable Mr. 
Thomas Sheridan, who lectured on docution at Edinburgh and had 
been likewise captured by BoswcU, had been the great man’s guest, 
and was apt to flourish the fact The equally respectable Mr. Thomas 
Davies, ex-actor and bookseller, to whom he owed his introduction 
to Johnson, loomed even larger. As he looked back across the years 
that consummate experience must surdy have come' back to the sick 
man in almost its first fireshness, blotting out all tlic bagnio-orgies, 
the tavern-parties and their ensuing headaches, the lights and fidffies 
of Drury Lane and the Haymarket, die symposia at the Literary Club, 
die squdid embraces of tic Juliets of a night, the confused bustle, 
musio, talk, the multitudinous sights and sounds and emotions of the 
London he had loved. At least once again he must have seen the gdass- 
doot of the back-parlour of No, 8 Russell Street, Covent Garden, 
and glimpsed throi^ it a shabby, rolling, grunting, pockmarked, 
tremendous figure , steering its purblind w^ through the bookshop 
towards him, in tie light of the late May afbinoon. 
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‘Look, my lord, it comes 1 ’ 

Mr. Davies the bookseller’s facetious cry was apt enough. Hamlet 
on die midnight battlements felt fewer tremors than die plump young 
Scot in the parlour, for all his snub-proof nerve. Thirty-two years ago, 
and pretty Mrs. Davies’s graceful ex-actressy titter stiU dear in his 
ears I Her.mirdiful glance, her mob-cap and ribbons, the dusky, cosy, 
shabby litde parlour with its haphazard piles of boob, the prints on 
the walls, the cat asleep on die hearth, the tea-equipage and its slops 
on the small round table, the darned, worn chintz of the armchair, the 
sunlight slanting across the faded carpet and the dust-motes dandng in 
it, the ketde on the hob, the tidiig of the eight-day dock, the 
obsequious forward dive of Davies at the sight of the opening shop- 
door . . . 

‘Sir, this is Mr. Boswell ’ 

{'Don’t tell where I come front !’) 

Too late. The roguish Davies must have his fun. It was an awkward 
time for Mr. Boswell’s countrymen in London, with Lord Bute as 
Britain’s late loathed Prime h^Unister and his favourites inoeasingly 
hooted. Not since James I’s rawboned and predatory followers 
aroused the enmity of the London mob had Scotsmen been temporarily 
so unpopular. Johnson’s own distaste for them was almost .morbid. 

‘ from Scotland.’ 

‘Mr. Johnson, I do indeed come from Scotland, but I cannot hdp 
it!’ 

Alas for young Mr. Boswell’s light pleasantry, ‘designed to soothe 
and conciliate him’. The first of many buffets from the lion’s paw is 
imminent, and it stuns and dazes. 

‘That, Sir, I find, is what a great many of your countrymen cannot 
help:’, 

Thirty-two years ago. ' 

Boswell died at two a.m. on May 19, 1795. A barely-deciphcrablc 
L.C.C. tablet on the fr^ade of No. 122 records the fact for the benefit 
of the automobile salesmen who throng busy Great Portland Street 
today, 
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The twcnty-oiic-year fnendship begun in 1763, the major event in 
Boswell’s existence, must luturally bulk large in any survey of it. 
All his life up to 1763, one might say, he is preparing for the advent of 
Johnson; from 1784 to the end he is living more or less on his 
connection with Johnson, the glory of which has inaeased a thousand- 
fold with the years. Time has reapportioned the fame of bodi in a 
striking way. How many of Boswell’s devoutest readers today ever 
open the Idler, the Ramhler, the Lit/es of the Poets, Rasselas, or any other 
volume of the Doctor’s once-conquering prose e How many consult his 
admirable Dictionary t (It would repay perusal. It is packed with good 
things.) The one-time Dictator of English Letters lives today only 
by bis disciple’s brilliance. One camiot help thinking that had Johnson 
been able to foresee this it might have affected thcii relationship 
considerably. The Doctor was subject, like die rest of us, to certain 
human fadings and the noise would have been, one is tempted to think, 
quite aboninable. 

It seems to me that before attempting to survey the dappled career 
of Boswell one should examine his quiddity first of all; the thing that 
made him; the thing some would say he was predestined and bom for : 
Johnson’s patronage. Why did Johnson, who disliked die Scots on 
principle as a nadon of Hats and was never tired of gibing at diem, 
pick out this one particular obscure chance-met yoimg Scot, thirty-one 
years his junior, in the early summer of 1763 and bestow on liim the 
most tirdess of intimate afrectiout In 1763 Johnson was aheady a 
towering figure in contemporary letters. His greatest work was nearly 
all behind him. His pre-eminence as a moral and literary force had 
been recognised by a pension from the Crown, though he naturally 
had still some years to wait for due recognition from Oxford. Why 
should he have adopted Boswell as his famulus rather than any other 
of the respectful young men who surrounded him— Langton, say, or 
Beauderk, or Murphy: I fancy Boswell supplies a great part of the 
answer himself in a letter to his faithful Temple from Newcasde-on- 
Tyne in 1775, on one of his return journeys notdi; 

... a very good journey, An agreeable young widow nursed me and 
supported my lame foot on her knee. Ant I not fortunate in having somethittg 
about me that interests most people at first sight in rnyfavourt 



A BEDROOM IN GREAT PORTLAND STREET 29 

He certainly had something. Voltaire and Rousseau alike discovered 
it. Ill the Journey to the Western Islands^ twelve years after their meeting, 
Johnson extols it Mr. BoswcU^s acuteness, gaiety, politeness, and 
‘inquisitiveness seconded by great activity’ are awarded high marks. 
Mr. Boswell is sure of a reception* wherever he goes. Mr. Boswell’s 
gay frankness ‘makes every body cornmimicative’. He was in fret 
pre-eminently what his century called an agreeable ratde. He diverted 
Johnson, whose hypochrondriac temperament needed constant 
recreation. His candour about himself and liis weaknesses . was 
attractive. He yearned for a guide. He was an ideal listener. And he 
venerated Johnson so fervently, to begin with, that the Doctor at 
length took refuge with the Thralcs at Streatham for some time 
before admitting his disciple to his retreat Undoubtedly the basis of 
Johnson’s feeling was patemaL The kindest of men when not in a 
passion, he loved advising people, especially young people, and God 
knows Boswell gave him plenty of scope. Compared with the dull, 
amiable, indolent, stx)rk-like Langton, or a wayward and expensive 
rake like Bcauderk, or a preoccupied man of the theatre like Murphy, 
Boswell was the per£ect companion; attentive, vivacious, grateful for 
favours, impervious to noise and buUyiogs. And Johnson, as Davies 
accurately guessed that day, took a warm and instant fancy to him, 
though this was a habit of the Doctor’s which did not invariably lead 
to long friendships. The case of the learned Abb6 Roffette at Rouen 
is one example. Ivlrs. Thrale relates amusingly how the Abb6 and the 
Doctor charmed cadi other at first sight and enjoyed a long Latin 
literary conversation, how the Abb6 rose and embraced the Doctor 
in a transport, how Thrale, who was present, thought it only polite 
to invite tike Abb6 to Streatham to continue these delightful symposia, 
and how Johnson instantly turned on Thrale and rent him in pieces 
for inviting a man he knew nothing about; after which the Abbe 
took his leave, amid the Thrales’ embarrassment, and was seen no 
more by any of them. Contact with Johnson was exactly like contact 
with a sodable, highly temperament^ lion. You never knew when 
the purring would stop, for no apparent or conceivable reason, and a 
hideous mangling befrU you. Boswell had the nerve and the stamina 
to endure, though there are grounds for believing that after some years 
of it the pleasure of being savaged by Johnson at intervals had somewhat 
waned. 

The Doctor smeerdy loved him. There could be no doubt of that, 
even if Johnson had not written it down so often. Whether Boswell 
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loved the Doctor as sincerely has been disputed. It has even been 
suggested that exploitation was probably far more liis real motive. 
Quite likely the airious fellow could not Jiave analysed his sentiment 
for Johnson completely himself. There was certainly egotism in it; 
there was undoubtedly a flattered content at being the chosen confidant 
of a terrific celebrity and sharing the public attention he everywhere 
received; there was a genuine passion for Letters; tlierc was the 
triumph over jealous and touchy rivals like Baretti and Goldsmith; there 
was the fact that the Doctor never bullied him without making up 
for it later by some extra kindness; and above all, I am convinced, 
there was that fine gold in Boswell’s composition wliich Carlyle 
justly underlines. ‘The man, after all, had an "open sense”, an open, 
loving heart, which so few have. Where excellence existed, he was 
combed to acknowledge it; was drawn towards it (let the old 
sulphur-brand of a Laird say what he liked) ; could not but mlk with it — 
if not as superior, if not as equal, then as inferior and lackey: better so 
than not at all,’ It is easy to dismiss this pronouncement as being 
merely a pompous way of describiug a confirmed notoriety-hunter 
and celebrity-hound. In the case of Voltaire and Rousseau this opinion 
can be justified. In the case of Jolinson and Paoli it is ignoble. Hie 
goodness and greatness of Johnson and the nobility of Paoli drew and 
magnetised one neither good nor great nor noble. Even in our own 
age the phenomenon has been witnessed. There were many who 
mourned the loss of Chesterton for the same reason. 

Having established Boswell as synipathique, with certain gifb of 
keen, gay, polite, benevolent vivacity and volubility, which are 
sufficiently uncommon in Er^land to give their possessor, though 
afterwards suspect, an initial advantage if making new acquaintances is 
his hobby, together with a reverence for true greatness, wo practically 
conclude the list of his more obvious charms. He was fiur fiom beautiful. 
He -was (if the maliciously entertaining John Thomas Smith, biographer 
of NoUdkens, ICA., may be trusted) & fiom deauly in his person, like 
his great mentor and vast numbers of other distinguished contempora- 
ries. Wliitc ruffles enclosing a dirty neck arc almost symbolic of the 
Age of Reason. And there were some of his acquaintance fo whom 
his social gifis were by no means perceptible. He could assume, with 
certain members of the Johnsonian circle, a manner they greatly 
resented. For example, Sastres the Italkn tutor, an obscuiie but 
excellent character to whom Johnson left five pounds in his will ‘to 
be laid out in books of piety for bis own use’. Sastres, who had evidently 
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suffered from BoswcU, so forgot Christian charity as to describe 
him to Thomas Holcroft, the actor and dramatist, as *a proud, pompous, 
and selfish blockhead'. Holaoft himself, tkough he never met Boswdi, 
knew him well by sight In his memoirs he too sets Boswell down, 
on this slender evidence, as a 'most solemn, pompous, and important 
coxcomb. His grave strut and elevated head, with a pecuh^ self- 
important set of his &ce, entirely corresponded with the character 
he unintentionally draws of himself in his writings'. It is dear that 
Boswdi the polite rattle, the engaging diree-botdc man, the fimfc, 
pleasant companion ever ready for a fiisk, was a Boswell not known 
to all and sundry. Is it difficult to reconcile a certain aloof pomposity 
towards some— not all— inferiors with his humility in the presence 
of Johnson, the bankrupt provincial tradesman's son? '^th fie 
invariable meekness with which he allowed Johnson to snub and 
humiliate him in public and in private ? Carlyle still supplies a good 
answer, I think. 

Occasionalty Boswell’s enemies become diverting in their dislike. 
There is an add story about him in Holaoft’s memoirs, told by 
Mauritius Lowe. Readers of the Life will recall that Lpwe, a struggling 
but mediocre painter, was gready distressed when the Royal Academy 
Hanging Committee of 1783 rejected— probably rightly, since 
Northcote, R,A., described it as 'execrable beyond bdieT — a large 
canvas representing the last surviving giant of the Noachic Dduge 
standing in the sea and holding aloft his infant child, menaced by a 
famished lion crouching on the last remaining piece of dry ground. 
Lowe carried his despair to Jahnson, who at once wrote warmly in 
his behalf to the no less kindly Reynolds, and this intercession, says 
Boswdi, was too powerful to he resisted. It so happened that Boswdi 
was present when Johnson handed Lowe the letter for Reynolds. 
When Lowe left the house he found Boswdi, who had been hitherto 
unaware of his existence, dogging him into Bolt Court, wreathed in 
unaccustomed smiles. Lowe's own words to Holcroft give die ensuing 
comedy perfectly: 

'Howdoyoudo, Mr, Lowe? I hope you are very well, Mr. Lowe. Pardon 
my feccdom, Mr. Lowe, but I think 1 saw my dear friend, Dr. Johnson, writing 
a letter for you ?’ — *yes. Sir’ — ^*1 hope you will not think me rode^ but if it 
would not be too great a fevour, you would infinitely oblige me if you would 
just let me have a sight of it Every thing from that hand, you Imow, is so 
incstimahle.’ — ^^Sir, it is on my own private afifairs, hut’ — ^*I would not pry «into 
a penon’s affairs, Mr. Lowe, by any means. I am sure you would not accuse 
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me of such a thing. Only if it were no particular secret ' — ‘Sir, you are 

welcome to read ic letter.* — ‘I lhank you, my dear Mr. Lowe, you are very 
obliging, I take it exceedingly kind’ (hninug read). ‘It is nothing. I believe, Mr. 
Lowe, diat you would be ashamed of?* — ‘Certainly not* — * Why then, my dear 
Sir, if you would do me another &vour, you would make the obligation 
etemaL If you would but step to Pecic's Coffee-house with me, and just 
suffer me to take a copy of it, I would do any thing in my power to oblige 
you.* 

I was overcome (said Lowe) by this sudden femiliarity and condescension, 
accompanied with bows and grimaces. I had no power to refuse; we went to 
the coffee-house, my letter was presently transcribed, and as soon as he had put 
his document in his pocket, Mr. Boswell walked away, as erect and as proud 
as he was half an hour before, and I was ever afterward unnoticed. Nay, I am 
not certain (added he sarcastically) whether the Scotchman did not leave me, 
poor though he knew I was, to pay for my own dish of coffee. 

From Bolt Court to Pcelc's on the comm: of Fetter Lane — the 
modem public-house still keeps the old name — must have been less 
than ten minutes* walk dirough the normal Fleet Street traffic of the 
lySo’s. Mr. Boswell probably thought ten minutes* contmuous 
affiibility more than repaid a Bohemian nonentity and an exploiter of 
Johnson’s kmdness like Lowe. Most eighteenth century men of his 
rank would have thought so, too. Fifty years later a aedicor of 
Brummcll’s was to learn to his genuine surprise that a languid nod of 
recognition from the Beau, seated in the window of White s, had 
settled their Htde account for a few hundreds. But Brummell, stoic 
and wit, was merdy being Brummcllish for the benefit of his public, 
whereas Boswell’s leaving Lowe to pay his own twopence at Pede’s, 
if the sour Lowe recollected this righdy, may have bccu less due to 
dosencss — ^Boswell, like many Scots, was uotalsly generous — than to a 
feeling that one really must not spoil these people. 

How often the more important personages he so ruthlessly dunned 
for copies of letters and othac Johnsoniana snubbed and evaded him 
we do not know. Fortunately for us, he possessed that will of chilled 
sted for which the Scots are jusdy feared. It is necessary to remark in 
passing that authorities like Professor Potde tend to dismiss that familiar 
picture of his perpetually whipping out a notebook at the diuncr-tablc 
as a legend promulgated chiefly by Mrs, Thrale, who so disliked him 
Boswell performed this and-social trick once at least at her house, 
but he was bred a gentleman, and there is no evidence this was ahabit. 

' On the other hand, he would certainly slide up doscr to the Doctor 
in order not to miss . anything,. Since it must come sooner or later, I 
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cannot forbear quoting here and now Fanny Burney’s well-known 
and daintily maUdous description of an occasion at Streatham when 
Boswell actually moved his chair fiom table and placed it behind 
Johnson s as the booming began. Miss Burney revels in the comic 
sequel: 

His eyes goggled with eagerness; he leant his car almost on the shoulder of 
the Doctor; and his mouth dropped open to catch every syllabic that might be 
uttered; nay, he seemed not only to dread losing a word, but to be anxious not 
to miss a breathing. And there he remained until Johnson happened to turn 
and see him and shouted an ill-plcascd 'What do you do there, Sir ? Go to the 
table, SirT 

Boswell did not mind this. Nor did he mind the sneers of Garrick 
and others at his scif-chosen role of Johnson^s stooge, to borrow the 
perfect word from American vauden^e. He drew out the great man 
not to please the company, but to add a litde more to what he knew to 
be an imperishable monument long before his final manuscript 
reached D^y’s publishing-house in the Poultry* It was this conscious- 
ness of a mission, I believe, which gave Boswell that strutting, pursy 
self-complacency some of his contemporaries objected to. They might 
bask in Ae sunshine of Johnson s talk, but they could not preserve its 
precious essence for posterity, as events were to prove. Sir John 
Hawkins, the sanctimonious but musical attorney, Boswell’s chief 
bio^phical rival, makes no attempt at it, though his Life of Johnson 
is not utterly despicable. Mrs. Thrale in her slapdash way succeeds 
occasionally, despite her bias and her inaccuracies. Only little Fanny 
Burney, with her demure sense of fun and her ear for music, can 
reproduce the Johnsonian cadences as unerringly, sometimes, as 
BosweU himself. For example, her report of a chat on Mm Carmichael, 
one of the needy pensioners on the bounty of that great compassionate 
bear: 

Mrs, Thrale: But pray, Sir, who is the Poll you talk of f—she that you used to 
abet in her quarrels with Mrs. Williams, and call out, *At her again, Poll I 
Never jBinch, Poll I* 

Dr, Jo/«uofi:Why, I took to Poll very well at first, but she won’t do upon a 
nearer examination. 

Mrs, Thrale: How came she among you, Sir? 

Dr»Johtison: Why, I don’t tighdy renumber, but wc could spare her very wdl 
from us. Poll is a stupid tiut. I had some hopes ofher at first; but when I 
talked to her tighdy and dosdy I cotdd make nothing of her; she was 
wiggle-waggle, and I could never persuade her to be categorical. 
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Boswell could do no better and certainly no more amusingly. 
The Johnson Fanny knew was a more continuously playful old gentle-, 
man than Boswell’s. Had she not later conceived tic unfortunate 
idea of crying to write in Johnsonese, had she liad Boswell’s range and 
opportunities, Boswell might almost be taking second place just above 
Hawkins today. 

It has often been suggested — chiefly for mischief, I think, by bored 
and idle dons— diat Boswell created Johnson and that the unboswclliscd 
article is the only genuine one. How simple to refute tliis rbildisb 
heresy from the Hebridean journal, Boswell’s first attempt at rc- 
produdng Johnson’s conversation. The Doctor read the greater part 
of Boswell’s journal in manuscript during the tour. Can you sec a 
man so proud of his talk, so jealous of its sinev/y form, such a precisian 
for the Johnsonian idiom, letting anything be passed oflf as Ins own 
which was anyone else’st He read, smiled, and approved. Ergo, 
Boswell reported him in the Hebrides accurately. Ergo, I make bold 
to deduce, even without Sir Joshua Reynolds’s assurance that ‘every 
word might be depended on, as if given bn oath’, that Boswell always 
reported the Doctor accurately, to the very limit of human ability, 
having a scrupulosity on this point wliich does liim honour as a literary 
artist. Nor was the task as difllcult probably as one is sometimes liable 
to think. With his prehensile memory, his steely nerve, his abbreviated 
script, his familiarity with the Jo^sonian rhythms, and his imm ense 
amdety always to get the words down on paper before they were cold, 
Boswell could undoubtedly report the Doctor before long with almost 
entire fidelity, his groans in the Hebrides notwithstanding. Nor did 
devotion to other pleasures hamper him unduly in his task, as we know 
—or is that excessive ? He left out quite enough. A life of Jolinson by 
BosweU three times its present length would not be too long for some 
of us. 


3 

How many of Boswcll’s'emincnt fiiends of the past — there were not 
many left, he laments in 179a — ^visited Groat Portland Street in his last 
illness is not recorded. Burke and Alalohe^ Courtenay and Windham 
may have cheered him, ,, Bonnet Langton’s presence would have been 
grateful, I think, for though a. heayy man* his kindness and piety were 
read But I am wondering chiefly if the dying Boswell, grasping 
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desperately after spiritual things at the end, was ever perturbed and 
battered in his last hours by a visit ftom one of his oldest living ftiends, 
one whom, as I have said already, I believe to have been more actively 
responsible for some of his vagaries than anyone has yet admitted: 
John 'Wilkes, Esquire, late M.P for Aylesbury and Middlesex, champion 
of liberty, ex-Lord Mayor of London, ono-time darling of the nation, 
with admirers by the diousand in France and America. 

■When and where Boswell first met 'Wilkes is not known; almost 
certainly in 1760, and quite likely in a Covent Garden brothel. In the 
Life and elsewhere Boswell mentions liis intimacy with this eminent 
man always with a flick of pride. ‘The celebrated John Wilkes’. ‘My 
gay fiiend’. ‘My classical fiiend, Mr. Wilkes*. Several of Wilkes’s 
printable jests are quoted in the Life, where BoswcU also sets down, 
with some complacency, the significant fact that he nerved himself 
for his second encounter with Johnson (Tuesday, May 24, 1763) by 
enjoying ‘the witty sallies of Messieurs Thornton, Wilkes, ChurchiU, 
and Lloyd'; three at least of the worst men in London, with whom 
he had spent a jovial morning. The degree of intimacy thus implied 
makes it mote than ever likely that Wilkes and Boswell had met during 
BoswiJl's fint visit to London. It was not an easy thing to be accepted 
by Wilkes and his clique; a bad circle, but a dreie of wits who would 
not tolerate a bore. One may take it that quaint gaiety and good 
listening had tciumpbed once more. Wilkes and his &ends liked 
Boswell very much. 

In 1760 Wilkes was 35, fifteen years older than Boswell; a dudful 
Government backbencher representing Aylesbury in the Commons, 
well-known about town as a wit, a debauchee, and a leading spirit 
in that ‘Order of Monks of St. Francis’, popularly known as the 
HcUfire Club, which defiled doe converted remains of Mcdmenham 
Abbey, near Marlow-on-Thamcs, with its midnight orgies.^ 

Boswdl does not mention the Hellfire dub, which need not imply 
that Wilkes never intioduced him to the meetings of that select society. 
It has perhaps been over-rated as a nest of advanced wickedness. The 
most notable roysterers composing it were Sir Prands Dasbwood, 
professional rake, dilettante, and militant atheist with a Continental 
reputation— while making the Grand Tour he had been cxpdled from 

^ Not to be confined with the odginal Hcllfiie Qub, fijnnded by the Duke of 
Wharton in 1731 and suppressed the same year by Royal order. This clnb had 
branches in Bdinbutgb and Dublin, and represented so to speak, the low Church 
school of Satanism. 
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the Papal States for outrageous conduct — and later Chancellor of the 
Exchequer; the dissolute Lord March, celebrated in years to come as 
‘Old Q’, the Piccadilly satyr; the dull but laborious Lord Sandwich, 
later First Lord of the Admiralty, after whom the Sandwich Isles arc 
named; the halfwit Lord Orford, Horace Walpole’s nephew; the 
unfeocked clergyman, satiric poet, and all-roimd blackguard Charles 
(‘Bruiser’) Cliurchill, a very choice rufiian indeed ; his faithful henchman 
Robert Lloyd, one-time usher at Westminster School; the rakehelly 
man-about-town Thomas Potter, son of a late Archbishop of 
Canterbury, who had introduced Wilkes to the lewdest fashionable 
circles of I^ndon, Bath, and Tunbridge Wells, and launched him into 
politics with introductions to Temple, Grenville, Pitt, and the leading 
London moneylenders; the raffish poet Paul Wlutchcad; and Wilkes 
himself. 

To anyone acquainted with the scientific black magic practised at 
Versailles by the Guibourg-Montespan clique, the midnight gambols 
of the Hellfire Club and their odalisques will seem relatively as harm- 
less, almost, as modem folkdandng. Primitive and repetitive 
blasphemy, excessive tippling, and extravagant lechery were the 
staple of the ‘Order's’ devotions, spiced with that naive delight in 
dressing up as monks and nuns which, 1 am told, is familiar to students 
of technical treatises on sexual aberration, in a Reformed society 
espcdally.^ The Medmcnham firolics included an elaborate crotico- 
orgiastic ceremony in honour of Venus and another in honoiur of 
Satan. Each parodied in amatetir fashion the ritual of the Mass, yet 
even the satanic ceremony was innocence itself compared with the 
authentic Black Mass. For this terrible rite the ‘Order’ lacked the two 
principal requisites, which were more difficult to find in eighteenth- 
century England dian they are now. 

It would not be unfiur to sum up the proceedings of the FIcllfirc 
Club as the revels of smutty but simple-minded public schoolboys. 
Wilkes and Churchill supplit^ the culture (e.g. Wilites's obsceaxe Latin 
inscriptions adorning the Abbey walls, and Churchill’s poem Night, 
of which the Critical Review remarked ‘This Night, like many others 
at thb time of the year, is very long, cold, ^k, and dirty’), and 
Willra, who had a brain and preferred his debauchery unhampered by 
elementary satanism, grew bored with the tomfoolery m due course. 
The comic story of his revolt is well known. Smuggling a large, 

Cf. the uuiked pxevaleuoe of mopastic, cardinakto, and papd costume in 
all the Lotukm masqueradea of tiiis century. 
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angry, black baboon into the Abbey and equipping it with horns and 
hoo&, he released it &om a chest at the din^ of t^e choral service to 
the Devil, an apparition which stampeded the worshippers and neatly 
drove the dribbling Orford into one of his periodical fits of insanity. 
The ‘OrderManguished after that Its ‘prior’, Dashwood, turned to 
politics, like Wilkes and Sandwich, and ended his life as a mild old 
gentleman with a taste for church-budding, an inglorious collapse by 
all Medmenham standards. 

Whether or not Boswell ever joined in the Hellfire Club’s firolics — 
there is no diary for 1760, but he certainly would have enjoyed him.selfi 
given the chance, in such exalted company — the extent of Wilkes’s 
recurring influence over his giddy mind is a factor to be considered, 
1 fccL Boswell was possibly oftener in Wdkes’s company than in 
Johnson's. In 1763 th^ were akeady intimate. In 1765-6 they were 
intermittent companions for some weeks on the Contment; in Rome, 
a rich field for Wilkes’s wit, in Naples, that agreeable sink of iniquity^ 
in Turin, and in Paris, In 177a Boswell sat next to Alderman Wilkes 
at the Lord Mayor’s banquet He was one of Lord Mayor Wilkes’s 
principal guests at the banquet of 1775. In 1776 he succeeded in a 
diplomatic feat which inspired one of the most exquisite conversadon- 
pieces in the Life, the bringing of Wilkes and Johnson together at the 
Dillys’ dinner-table; a dramatic spectacle, Vice«ud Virtue, his bad 
angel and his good, as it were, hobnobbing warily over the decanters. 
In 1781 he repeated this fwt In 1786 WiUccs helped him to cedebtate 
his call to the English Bar. One of the last entries in his private journal, 
before it stopped for ever, is the record of a dinner-party at Wilkes’s 
house in Grosvenor Square in March 1794. They dined together at 
least fifty or sixty times as recorded by Boswell, and doubtless much 
oftener, since his journal is not compl^ and Wilkes’s letters to him, 
which on Boswell’s own showing were highly prized, arc lost. 

To exaggerate Wilkes’ hold over Boswell is of course easy and 
pictur^que. I do not desire to suggest any vision of a demon king 
springing up in red fire at regular intervals through the tcap*doors of 
Boswell’s existence. I do suggest that the effect on Boswell over thirty- 
five years of this brilliant, seductive, and admired man, who could no 
more help being wittily offensive on the topic of the Christian faith 
than he could help breathing, was considerable, especially when the 
countet- 4 nfluence of Jolmson, and after him Paoli, w;as removed. 

Not that Wilkes was by any means the devil incarnate George IH 
called him. Like many bad.men he was not wtithout virtues. He l^ed 
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nwflicT courage, honesty, generosity, nor a sardonic kindness, he was 
free from hypocrisy, and it is a commonplace to add that many an 
Alderman Gripe of the City who waddled regularly to Martins and 
Evensong and spent his waking hours in usury, gluttony, and 
debauching his housemaids is a far more odious spectacle. Wilkes’s 
lifelong dwotion to his daughter Mary is another needful credit-entry. 
His public achievement is almost entirely praiscwortliy, especially 
when one recoUccts that he was a spectator and a dilettante by inclina- 
tion, and a demagogue despite himself; a demagogue, moreover, who 
never bad any truck with die dogma of the Divinity of the Proletariat, 
as the Gordon rioters discovered to their cost In die City and the 
House of Commons alike Wilkes fought for the political liberty of the 
subject and the liberty of the press, for what that is worth in praedee; 
he fought indcfatigably for justice to the American Colonies and 
dectord reform and better treatment for prisoners and a reform of the 
m'Tnmal code; he even supported a Bill to relieve Nonconformist 
ushers from compulsory subscription to die Anglican Articles. As 
City Chamberlain, a post he held from 1779 to his death, he saved 
London from the Gordon rioters, audited the Corporation accounts 
with strict probity, and took only the lawful perquisites and pickings of 
his oflSce. As churchwarden for the year 1759^0 of St Margaret’s, 
Westminster (he blandly claimed membership of die Establishment on 
more than one occasion) Wilkes was not so successful as at Mcdmen- 
liam, and was not even mentioned in the Vestry’s annual vote of thanks. 
No doubt this office was beyond even his powers.^ 

It was the private life of this professioruJ pagan, liis pleasures, his 
fixed attitude to the Christian religion, liis flights of playful fancy whicli 
were as vile as his charm was overpowering. The great Chatham 
called him a ‘wicked and agreeable fellow’ and chuckled hugely over 
his obscene verses, though he turned on Wilkes later in the House to 
denounce him as 'a blasphemer of his God and a libeller of his King.’ 
Gibbon, after dining in a mflitia mess with him in 1762, -wrote in his 
journal; ‘I scarcely ever met -with a better companion; he has inexhaus- 
tible spirits, infinite wit and humour, and a great deal of knowledge; 

^ To Wilkn in this pleasing mcainatioa atinches a riposte -which is even to-day- 
quoted as annihilating. A Catholic having good-humOUredly asked him ^Where 
was your Church, Sir, before the Reformation?*, Mr., Churchwarden Wilkes 
repli^ vtifo cqnal goocWbiumonr, "Where was your face, Sir, before you waslicd 
k this morning?’*, The nati^ counter-retort^ “When you washed your face this 
morning, Sir, did you permanently remove hose, eyes, and ears?" did hot occur 
to Wilkes’ questioner, or pethaps this inddent would not be so frequently quoMd. 
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but a thorough profligate in principle as in practice, his life stained with 
every vice, and his conversation full of blasphemy and indecency/ 
'Grossest bawdy’, wrote the fastidious Walpole to Geoi^e Montagu 
after Wilkes’s visit to him in Paris three years laten ‘His conversation 
shows how little he has lived in good company.’ Like other professional 
wits, Wilkes was often lured by his daemon and by appreciative 
audiences into wilder excesses than he intended, no doubt Ms raillery 
had, perhaps, a more than normal tinge of sadism. One of his admirers, 
Charles Johnston, remarks that Mr, Wilkes would sacrifice his dear^t 
friend to a scurvy jest. It is a deplorable habit of the Samurai. 

A man of Boswell’s type was bound to be fascinated by a Lucifer 
of such overwhelming attraction, equipped with a perpetual gaiety 
and a high-spirited m^c no woman could resist, despite that appalling 
squint which the Earlom portrait in chalk so gracefully minbiiscs, 
and very few men; a magic acknowledged by even his bitter Royal 
enemy (‘I have never before met so well-bred a Lord Mayor*), and 
by stout Samuel Johnson himself. ‘Jack has great variety of talk’, the 
Doctor rumblingly admitted after meeting him in 1776; ‘Jack is a 
scholar,Jack has tBc manners of a gendeman’. Yet we should remember 
that in Johnson s company Wilkes was on his most superfine behaviour. 
Johnson never met die essential Wilkes Boswell knew, the mocker 
whose brilliant extravagance made Voltaire look like a raild dissenting 
clergyman and Diderot his milder spouse, I still deem Wilkes to 
represent die Eighteenth Century at its most striking, the personification 
of that almost hysterical rebellion against the Incarnation which the 
Age of Reason, so called, developed to its zenith in the advanced 
drawing-rooms of Paris, boring and sickening even the neutral 
Horace Walpole.^ ‘ Voltaire e’ said a scornful lady of fashion. *// cst 
bigot I C'estundSistel* ■ 

So Boswell, fading death, may have been able to assure himself 
with' relief that Wilkes at seventy, was too preoccupied with his latest 
mistress, young Miss Sally Barry of Dean Street, Soho, to come firom 
Grosvenor Square to crack a few genial seasonable jests on the Poor 
Last Things, pr to recall a few lines from his filthy parody of the Veni 

^ Walpole’s letters from Paris make more than one aUtuion to dih, e.g. ‘Good 
folks, they have no time to laugh. There is God and the King to he pulled down 
first, and men and women, one and all, are d^oudy employed in the demolition.* 
(To Thomas Brand, October 19, 17(55) sapany-i beg their pardon, the 
philosophey—m hmipportablc, supet:fi(^ overbearing, and frnatic; they preadi 
inccssahtly, and thdr avowed doctrine » adieism. Don't wonder, thcrefiorc, if I 
should return a Jesuit I* (To the Hon- H, S. Conway, October a 8 .) 
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Creator. Brusliing away eclioes of that parody, like blowflies bu22ing 
in bis sick brain, Boswell may have recollected from another great 
Mediaeval sequence, suitable to his state, a verse which the great and 
good Johnson had never been able to repeat without tears. 

Quacrcus me sedisti lossns, 

Redemisti cnicein passu.s, 

Tantus labor non sit cassus. 

No doubt such speculations arc what dons call ‘otiose*. Yet I can think 
of no good reason for suppressing the fact that if Boswell lived like a 
fool, he apparendy did not die like one. 


4 

There is one frnal thing to recall with sympathy about this bed- 
chamber in Great Portland Street, as we linger on the pavement outside 
listening to the last distant rumblings of Dr. Warren’s chariot-wheels 
conveying the King’s Physician to the bedside of some fiahionablc 
client in St James’s or Belgravia. The room had been haunted — who 
knows how often, in these last four years }— by a special kind of night- 
mare, now nearing its end. 

In a Tunbridge Wells Guide (1786) which lies before me there is 
mentioned, among the nobility and gentry frequenting this fashionable 
spa, a ktcly-deceased Mr, Dunmall, ‘a very handsome but (sic) ptofligate 
man, with a head of hair white as snow’. Mr. Dunmall, who was bom 
at the Creation and -was immortal, had once assured Lord Chesterfield 
that the Prophet Jonah, with whom he had travelled in the whale’s 
belly, was ‘a great co-ward*. Apart from liis immortality Mr. Dmimall 
was advised on all matters by the Archangel Gabriel, and would 
gallop of a morning to the Sussex Tavern by the Assembly Rooms 
and cry t)o the landlord: ‘Jack ! I have received an order from the 
Angel Gabriel to drink eighteen gills of white wine before I get off 
my horse I’ 

Ihis type of harmless luMtic— Johnson incidentally must have met 
Mr. Dunmall on the Pantiles, if that well-known print indtidlng the 
Doctor among the ‘remarkable Characters at Tunbridge WeUs in 
1748’ is authentic— -has becn a pommon abjpet of the English landscape 
for some four hundred years, .and has foimdcd more. t^. one quaint 



A BEDROOM IN GREAT PORTtAND STREET 4T 

sect. Shakespeare is notoriously fescinated by the mad. It seems to me 
remarkable, and possibly significant, diat only one mental case gets into 
the pages of an eager observer of humanity like Boswell, in an age 
when Bedlam was a popular house of entertainment. He will dwell 
readily on that hypochondria he shored with Johnson, as he delighted 
to think, and on Dr. Cheync’s classic treatise on it, The EtigUsh Malady, 
He will bring up the topic of melancholia, delusions, and even madness 
to discuss alone or widi Johnson more than once, betraying at least an 
intermittent preoccupation. But he mentions none of the f^tastics 
and eccentrics, the talk of the town, who bob into so many eighteenth- 
century letters and memoirs. Among them were 'Walking' Stewart, 
who went crazy over the polarization of moral truth and earned a 
memorial essay of Dc Quincey's; the miserly Joseph Nollekcns, ILA., 
who clipped George IlTs nose with his callipers andstole Academy Club 
nutmegs; 'Count* Combe, author of Dr. ; Home Tookc, one 
of Wilkes' cronies; Bampfyldc Moore Carew, 'King of the Beggars’; 
the Hon. Henry Cavendish, the hermit who established the chemical 
composition of water, lived eacdusively on mutton, and rarely opened 
his mouth; Dr. George Ibrdycc, the three^bottle anatomist, member 
of The Club and pilkr of DoUy^s Chop-house in Paternoster Row; 
the Duchess of Newcastle, the Duchess of Queensberry, and Lady 
Mary Wordey, the laughing-stock of the Florwitincs; Lords George 
Gordon, Orford, Coleraine, Coke, and Petersham (the peerage was 
rich in lunasics) ; the Millenarist prophet, Brothers; Smart, the eminent 
engraver, who launched the prophetess Joanna Southcott; Hannah 
Snell, the one-time ‘Female Grenadier’ and actress, whose Wapping 
publiohouse was femous; Ward, the celebrated miser, and a score 
more* 

With these marched and tripped a crowd of minor eccentrics to 
whom J. T. Smith, for one, testifies in his biography of NoUck^. 
Boswell must have sniggered often over the stories they inspired. Yet 
the only one mentioned in the L//e, or, so fk as I know, d^wherc, is 
the very mild provincial Blwal, who had an Old Testament bee in his 
patriarchal bekrd and challenged George II to dispute with him, 
and I cannot help toying with the fency that Boswell deliberately 
avoided mention of Ac more splendid crackpots of his time because 
he was secredy perturbed by his own giddiness and by fear of ‘going 
off his rockqr’, to use anoth^ excellent folk-phrase, a little more ofien 
than his letters and journals in dark moods reveal. To this fear might be 
attributed, I am assured by a psychologist, many of his desperate 
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plunges into debauchery. No doubt psychologists, who like alienists, 
are often madder than their patients, willingly exaggerate. But it is 
clear that like Swift, Boswell was a haunted man, at least at hitervals, 
being no more cracked, God knows, than hundreds of his con- 
temporaries, but, unlike them, being aware at dines of die tiny dark 
speck in his brain, and terrided lest some day it might spread and 
overwhelm him. Bedlam he apparently visited only once, in Johnson’s 
company. His calm and detached comment that 'dicre was nodiing 
peculiarly remarkable about this day, but the contemplation of 
insanity was very aflccting’ may — who knows? — have concealed a 
thousand private terrors. I do not suggest that Boswell was ever in a 
prolonged sweat over his hypochondria, but the Temple corres- 
pondence alone reveals that he brooded over it intermittendy; being 
also well aware, I think, that nothing would divert enemies like 
Gibbon and Horace Walpole more dian the caricatures of ‘die 
celebrated Mr. B^w-u,’, naked, wild-eyed, crowned with straw, and 
proclaiming himself Emperor of Corsica, which would infallibly 
flood the London print-shops a week after his removal. 

The pages which foUow will endeavour to bear this preoccupation 
suffidendy in mind. The vindictive Macaulay liad not read die Temple 
letters when he judged and condemned Boswell. They wore discovered 
by pure aeddent in 1850 at Boulogne, of all places, having been sold 
in a lump as waste paper to a local tradesman; from whidi it is to be 
deduced that the licirs and executors of Temple’s eldest daughter and 
amanuensis, who lived and died near Boulogne after her marriage, had 
no Jolinsonian addictions. These letters might conceivably have 
tempered Macaulay’s wrath with a little decent pity, though I am 
afraid Colonel Isham’s more recent discoveries would have inflamed 
him again to the trumpeting pitch of a Major Prophet. In any case 
Macaulay would have no sympathy at all witli one early impulse 
which could conceivably have <ianged Boswdl’s life and saved Ivim. 
Dr. Johnson was right about Whigs. 



chapter Two 

SPRINGTIME OF A GAY DOG 

1 

JAMES BOSWELL, eldest son of Alexander and Eupbemia bis 
wife, was bom at the family manor of Auchitilcck, Ayrshire, on 
October 29, 1740. 

Both he and Johnson have sufficiently described the ‘sullcti dignity’ 
of the ruined ancestral casde of Auchinlcck; the elegant Palladian 
manor adjoining, on the site of an older house built partly, as Boswell 
regretted, from the stones of die ancient disused cliapcl of St Vincent; 
the high ruin-crowned rock overlooking the river Lugax, die timbered 
rocks on the opposite bank, the ‘pleasing brook’ near the manor and its 
summerhouse. It was as ‘romantick* a home as any eighteenth-century 
child could wish to be bom in. Boswell’s father, a judge of the Courts 
of Session, bote an honorary tide, in the Scots manner, taken from his 
estate. Lord Auchinlcck is no inconsiderable figure, despite his homely 
features and the broad rustic brogue he constandy affected. Addicted 
in his youth to modish red heels and stockings, in 1740 he was an 
impressive personage in his great periwig: a scholar who had studied 
at Leyden, like David Balfour, but to more purpose; a fiiend of the 
Gronovii; a legal lion; a man of position and substance; a collator of 
Anaaeon editions and the Greek lyrists ; the owner of a library which 
was one of the finest in Scotland, possibly in Great Britain. Auchinleck 
moreover was skilled in classical gardening, ordered his estates admir- 
ably, and, as Johnson says, Wvanced the value of his lands with great 
tenderness to his tenants’. Of his descent from the Bruce and the 
Kincardincs he was as proud as his son, and showed bis pedigree 
enscroUed on parchment with some complacency. His wife, an 
Erskme of the Buchan line, hovers dimly in the background as what 
her son calk ‘a woman of almost unexampled piety and goodness’, 
and makes no perceptible sign. In marrying a cousin and bringing 
more intcr-marriage into a family already tainted — the marriage of 
Alexander Boswell’s grandfethcr, the Earl of Kincardine, to Vcrotfica 
Sommekdyck, of a noble Dutch house, had begun it — the judge 
showed less than, customary Scots prudence, perhaps.^ 

^ See Appendix, A Note on Heredity* 
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James Boswell's childhood was liappy enough. Lord Aucliinleck 
though ponderous and irascible, was no cafard, as the red heds perhaps* 
indicate. He was even remarkable, his son tells us, for humour — 
striedy Scottish and legal, it appears from specimens quoted in 
Boswelliam — tliough he could ill brook any affront to his dignity. 
A passionate Whig and Presbyterian, despite his fondness for 
Anacreon, he imposed no Genevan tyranny on his household. James 
and his two younger brothers, John, a taciturn, misty figure who 
became a naval officer, and David, an agreeable, if dull, merchant in 
Spain, had as carefree a childhood as most eighteenth-century children 
of their dass. One sees them descending the staircase of a morning, 
freshly washed, or at least neatly combed, bowing gravely to their 
parents in the breakfast-parlour. ‘How do you do, Sir i How do you 
do, Mamma? I hope you have enjoy’d a good night’s repose’; 
at the same time — quote from The Young Gentleman and Lady's 
Private Tutor, 1770, by Mr. Towle, dandng-master, of , Oxford- 
having a special care ‘not to make any kind of Paces, that is, such as 
grinning, winking, or putting out the tongue and the like’, tricks 
which make a child despised by all. They had an attractive enough 
playground in the rocks and woods and water of Auchinleck, where 
Boswdl told Johnson how he and David once vowed boyishly to 
'stand by the old castle of Auchinleck with heart, purse, and sword’. 
Boys wore little swords then in full fig, even if, like James Bosw^ 
they never drew them in later life. 

As he grew older, it is clear that James spent a fair amount of time 
in his faihcr’s library, where The Gentlemn’s Magazine, The Literary 
Magazine, and The Rambler gave him his first ^ps of Johnsonian 
prose. Whether he ever dipped much into the classics lining the 
library in their sober golden calf, pardimcnt, and pigskin, or the 
sctmon-voluincs accompanying them, is doubtful. His lAtin and 
Greek, like his theology, are never very advanced. Would he have 
developed into the passionate Johnsonian he became if tire Judge’s 
library had been less exclusive ? A light mind had no great choice at 
Auchinleck, where no stage-plays or novels disfigured the shelves. It 
was perhaps just as welL On a Boswell nourished from childhood on 
Congreve a^ Wycherley and the lesser Restoation playboys, not 
omitting Mrs. Aphra Behn, a Johnson might have had no hold, 

Into his childish world ha 4 stalked long since the sable-dad square- 
toed figure of the R^. John Dunn, the parish minister, to whom 
Lord Auchinleck gave the fimuly benefice in 1752. , From Mr. Dunn 
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James got his earliest tutoring. Before long (there is not much record 
of him at this time) he was sent to the High School of Edinburgh. 
Thence in due course he proceeded to the University, where he began 
on the rudiments of law, as his fiithcr had decided. Here he made two 
lifelong feiends, one warm, one cool: William Johnson Temple, later 
Rector of Mamhcad, Devon, and St Gluvias, Cornwall, and grand- 
father of a celebrated Victorian Archbishop of Canterbury, and Henry 
Dundas, first Lord Melville, whose powerful political influence 
Boswell was never able to exploit in later life, hard as he tried; from 
which feet alone could be deduced a faculty of shrewd judgment in 
Dundas. As for Temple, a mild and monochrome personality, 
unfortunately wedded and a Whig to boot, bis claim on posterity is 
tie fact that he was Boswell s chosen confidant and only intimate 
correspondent most of his life, and to some extent one more mentor 
to that weak distemper'd soul’, as the rake calls hims elf in moments of 
self-pity. Temple i$ the indispensable ^Charles, his fidend’ of the 
BoswcUiau comedy. Had he not existed it would have been necessary 
to invent him, perhaps. 

Edinburgh in the 1750*8 had no great attractions to offibr vivacious 
undergraduate youth fresh from paternal bonds, The nightly clubs, 
all boozy and some orgiastic, wife which its more prosperous citizens 
mitigated feeir daylight Calvinist decorum were not open to 
everybody. There were fee taverns, of course, and there were the 
women on fee streets. To both delights James BoswcU was already 
not averse, and he was often in no nimble state to dodge, as ho stumbled 
home to his lodgings through those cobbled, dark, and stinking streets, 
fee unsavoury cascades from upper windows (*Gardy-loo I’) which 
were so celebrated a feature of dghtccnfe-ccntuiy Edinburgh’s night- 
life. But from his first published letter to Temple, dated July 29, 1758, 
wc perceive a worthier pastime already exciting him. He has begun 
to f^ the lovx 5 of literature and to cha^ his first celebrity. 

Some days ago I was introduced tx> your j&iend Mr. Hume; he is a most 
discreet, aflable man as ever I met wife, and has really a great deal of learning, 
and a choice collection of books . . • Wc talk a great deal of genius, fiiae 
language, improving our style, &c., but I am afraid solid learning is much wore 
out. Mr. Hume, I think, is a very proper person for a young man to cultivate 
an acquaintance wife ... I own myself obliged to you, dear Sir, for procuring, 
me die pleasure of his acquaintance. 

A strange introduction from a dergymau, o^e cannot hfelp fediiig, 
broadminded as so many eightcenfe-ccntury clergymen were. Hume, 
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now a mnn of 45, had already demonstrated in print that the only 
riling we can really know is the existence of our own ideas, which 
themselves are pure illusion. These and other attractive negations and 
an agreeable manner made Hume the chouchou of the atheist fashion- 
ables of Paris when he was secretary to Lord Hertford at the British 
Embassy between 1763 and 1766, ^pite his thick Scots brogue and 
what Lady Mary Coke called his ‘violent stomach* at table, unbecoming 
a philosopher. ‘No lady’s toilette was complete without Hume’s 
attendance’, noted Lord Charlemont. ‘At the Opera his broad unmean- 
ing face was usually seen eutre dcitx JoUs minois.’ Hume’s affable and 
autlioritativc conversation must very soon have dissolved not a few 
half-held beliefs implanted in his new young friend by a pious Presby- 
terian mother, for Boswdl, no metaphysician, no theologian, yet 
perpetually itching to discuss religion, was not in a position to say, 
as Johuson could say, that ‘everything Hume has advanced against 
Christianity had pas^ through my miiid long before he wrote.’ If 
Hume did not succeed in destroying the vague faith of Boswell 
entirely before Paoli and Johnson appeared, we may take it that in the 
presence of such a distinguished sceptic the silver trumpets of the 
Resurrection sounded very faint and far-ofirindeed, and the Decalogue 
an obsolete platitude; though even load he succumbed it would be 
doing Hume’s dazzled young friend an iiyustice to apply to him at any 
time what Johnson said of Foote, that he was an atheist ‘as a dog is an 
atheist’, having never thought about the matter, 

Hume and his doctrines were not preoccupying BoswcU to any 
extent at this moment. I continue from the same letter; 

You know I gave you a hint in my last of the continuance of my passion for 
Miss W 1. I assure you I am excessively fond of her. 

Miss W 1 has never been identified. She is (writes Boswell, 

who drinks tea with her) extremely pretty. She is affrble, she dances, 
sings, plays on several instruments, reads the best authors, and has a 
‘just regard for true piety and religion’ and a fortune of thirty thousand 
pounds; just the parmer for his soul eightccn-year-old BoswcU is 
seeking. However, after this mention Miss W — ^-t is no more heard 
of; the first of a series of beauties to capture and retain, for a moment 
or two, this butterfly heart. For BosweU is as capable of virtuous love 
as of desire for any passing drab of the town, and both passions can 
flourish in him simultaneoufiy. 

There is atiother interesting passage in this letter. BosweU tells 
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Temple his &ther has kindly promised to take him on the Northern 
Circuit This could be hardly as agreeable as Edinburgh taverns and 

Hume’s conversation and paying court to Miss W 1 over the tea- 

table. It meant a fair amount of travelling in postchaiscs over bad 
roads; of mediocre cheer in imcomfortable inns; of prosy law-talk 
over indifferent claret at mess; of droning and dosdng in stuffy, smelly 
courts. But to Boswell it also turned out to mean the conversation of 
Lord Hailes, that distinguished lawyer, who accompanied them, and 
it was Hailes who first made tangible to him the actual living presence 
of Johnson in London and established in his mind that 'kind of 
mysterious veneration’ with which he figured to himself 'a state of 
solemn elevated abstraction, in which I supposed him [Johnson] to 
Eve in the immense metropolis.’ Thus did Sir David Dalrymplc, 
Lord Hailes, prepare the way for the Life to come. 

Back in Edinburgh at the end of 1758, Boswdl began scribbling, 
in his spare time,^ for the magazines and associating with the theatre 
and its players. An old Drury Lane actor named Love with whom he 
took elocution-lessons gave him, unwittingly, one more shove towards 
distant feme by advising him to keep 'an exact Journal* of his daily 
doings; and pretty disreputable some of the entries were to be. In 
1759 he sponsored a vexing comedy stolen anonymously from 
Corneille by Lady Houston and called The Coquette^ or The Gallants 
in the Closet ^ which was hooted off on its third night. Only the prologue 
and the production were Boswell’s (and the money his father’s), but 
for some time he bore the entire blame for this play. The actresses 
engaged do not figure in his letters to Temple. They can hardly have 
escaped young Mr. Boswell’s attentions. One connects th^ in 
imagination somehow with the blowsy harridans in Hogarth’s 
Actresses Dressing in a Bam, but they must have been of a higher rank 
in their profession, or professions, since the theatre at Edinburgh was 
patronised by the nobility and gentry. We may remember that 
Johnson himself fell in love in his youth with an actress who played in 
Hob in the Well at Lichfield. Not aU the youth and good loob of the 
stage could stay in London when there were only two or three theatres 
to employ it 

It may have been these dramatic experiments which decided Lord 

^ ’From nine to ten I attend the law-doss; from ten to deven study at home, 
and from one to two attend a doss on Roman Andquides; the afr^oon and 
evening I always spend in study. I never walk on Saturdays.’ (Letter to 
Templi^ December id, 1758.) 
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Auchinleck in 1759 to transfer his son to the more decorous University 
of Glasgow, where in November wc find Iiim attending the lectures 
on moral pliilosophy and rhetoiic of die famous Adam Smidi; Smith 
of The Wealth of Nations, die Smith of whom die attractive story (Sir 
Walter Scott tells it, I beh’eve) of a first and last meeting with Dr. 
Johnson resolves itself, after a row over the nature of Hume’s deathbed, 
into two pregnant valedictory lines. 

‘Sir, you he.’ 

‘Sir, you arc die son of a whore,’ 

After which, according to the story — which some pragmatists, alas, 
denounce as unauthentic — die two intellectual lions turned sharply 
on their heels and stalked away from each other. Johnson’s own 
version to Boswell is simply: ‘Sir, I was once in company with Smith, 
and wc did not take to each other.’ It would have been asking too 
much, even fiat Boswell, to inquire too closely into that farewcU scene, 
possibly. 

While imbibing moral philosophy at the fount of Adam Smith 
Boswdl kept up his lighter interests. In 1760 the actor Francis 
Gendeman, as has been mentioned already, accepted a few guineas fi:ora 
him for the dedication of Southern’s OronooUo, The publicly-rcdtcd 
compliment was probably worth to Boswell whatever it cost, but it 
may have raised a bushy eyebrow at Auchinleck. 

But when with honest Pleasure shc^ can find 
Sense, Taste, Religion, and Good-Nature join’d. 

There gladly will site raise her feeble Voice, 

Nor fear to tdl diat BOSWELL is her Choice. 

Undesirable notoriety enough for a yotmg lawyer of birth. A worse 
land was to befell him almost im mediately. To the consternation of all 
his respectable acquaintance Boswdl, in some fixaldsh qiurk, connected 
possibly with his raflSsh stage fiicnds, began attending the ‘Romish 
chapel’ in the Saltmarfcet, and evinced every intention of becoming a 
Papist. 

* The Muse. 
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It is a curious episode, dismissed liidierto by decent commentators 
in half a dozen words as a radier scandalous youthful prank, or even — 
in the case of a dour Scots Whig surveying Boswell in die 1890’s — 
an indication of mental disorder; which seems a somewhat severe 
judgment on die religion of Aquinas, Pascal, Descartes, and Mendel and 
the filial solution of the problems of Bergson. And it occurs to one 
that any step needing considerable courage and changing a man’s 
entire existence and fortunes overnight surely demands a moment or 
two of examination, distasteful as the topic may be to the progressive 
mind. 

There exists a rococo piece of whimsy by the Presbyterian gossip 
John Ramsay of Ochtertyre, the original of Jonathan Oldbuck in 
T?ie Antiquary, to the effect that Boswell not only turned Papist with 
the express intention of entering the priesthood, but prepared himsdf 
for this vocation by eloping to London vrith an actress, as Papists do 
in such circumstances; from which imbroglio Boswell's frthcr rescued 
him. The one grain of fact in this fantasy is Boswdl’s bare statement 
to Rousseau in 1765 that he did, in feet, become a Catholic for a brief 
space at this period. What Boswell meant by this we cannot tell. 
Conversion to the Catholic Church entails, over and beyond the 
spiritual metamorphosis involved, certain formalities whareby the 
convert seals and proclaims liis feith; essential instruction beforehand, 
a simple ceremony of reception to follow. It seems doubtful wlicthcr 
Boswell ever went to this length, judging by his frequent questions tb 
Johnson on points of Catholic beUef Possibly, like Gibbon and 
Wilde and others, he did not think instruction necessary. His prompting 
was imdoubtedly emotional and romantic, with no firm basis of 
reasoning, and as such would have faded away like measles, even if 
Lord Auchinlcck had not swifdy intervened. 

But even if his decision lasted only a month or two it tendered 
Boswell liable to certain practical and highly unpleasant sanctions. 
Its implications were fer more serious to him, materially speaking, 
than merely being debarred hke any modem Bngli^-spcaking 
Catholic from the Presidency of the United States and the Lord 
Chanccllorsliip of Great Britain, yrith a few minor disabilities here and 
there. If pnblidy admitted or discovered, his act spelt at least pro- 
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fcssional suicide, apart from tlie iiimicdiatc vengeance of the thunder- 
browed old Presbyterian Whig at home. Some of the penalties incurred 
seem interesting enough to be worth a glance in passing, for they are 
often ignored by tactful British historians.^ Yet they may return in the 
New Utopia, who knows? 

Neither in Scotland nor in England at this moment were the whole 
of the Penal Laws being applied in all their scientific savagery, as 
formerly, and in Ireland. Troops of his Majesty’s dragoons were not 
now employed by the Government, as in George Ts rdgn, to swoop 
on Catholics secredy assembled for Mass, disperse the congregation, 
seize the priest, loot the altar, and ransack the district for lists of 
Papists; nor, in England or in Scotland, unless somebody informed 
on him, would Mr. BosweU be forbidden to wear the sword of 
his rank, or compelled to dismount and sell for five pounds any horse 
he happened to be riding if a passing Protestant took a fency to it 
Nevertheless under a useful Act (1722) of George I, which had already 
wrung some 5(^100,000 out of the Catholics of Great Britain, Mr. 
Boswell would stiU be liable as a Papist to regular double taxation and, 
if necessary, confiscation of has estate. He would also find himself 
forbidden to inherit property, deprived of his parliamentary vote, for- 
bidden to educate his children anywhere in the United Kingdom, 
debarred from a naval, military, political, or Civil Service career and 
firom two of the three learned professions,® and prohibited to a large 
extent firom practising his religion, unless he lived in London, where 
diplomatic privilege and foreign dmrity kept the Catholic Embassy 
ch^ls — eight in number, hauled by die Bavarian and Sardinian 
Chapels, and decreasing towards the end of the century to five — open 
to the public.® 

Here and there in the country, chiefly in the North, BosweU might 
jEulfil his religious obligations in the rare and. widclyHjcattcrcd private 
chapels of those of the old English Catholic fiimilics, Howards, Welds, 
Talbots, Honryolds, Leybums and others, whose, defiant courage and 

^E.g. the two sumptuous volumes of Johhion*s England (Oxfbrd Univ. Press, 
1933} do not mention the Penal Laws at all 

® Medidne, the exertion, was not completely what is called in Trade Uniem 
drdcs a ^closed shop’. 

, , ® I^Uunish chapd' at Glasgow firequented by Boswdl and destroyed in the 
antirCadioUc of 1780 was merdy a room in, a poor .private house, with no 
legal existence, .A few English towns had a similar •chapd*; its existence was 
mostly sfflxuHiecxit toad always at the informer's haeiniy. 'Acre were one or two 
licensed diapds^ a^ at Moorfields and Bath; all destroyed in 1780. 
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endurance in the darkest days of the Terror and onwards will 
undoubtedly outweigh, at Doomsday-Lcct, their normal follies and 
weaknesses. In London, again, if he chose to run the risk, Boswell 
could disguise himself as an Irish labourer and sit hunched over a 
pint-pot in the still-cxistcnt, though rebuilt, long first-floor room of 
the Ship Inn, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, amid a gathering of the very poorest, 
awaiting the moment when the watchers at door and windows gave 
the 'all dear’ signal and the room could be hastily prepared for the 
Mass. After the Last Gospd he, his fellow-worshippers, and above all 
the offldatiiig priest, in whom saying Mass was a crime punishable 
by life^imprisonment, banishment, or death, would be, as an illegal 
assembly, at the mercy of any common informer or police-spy in 
thdr midst; for example, a Mr, Payne, who derived a comfortable 
and regular income firom the Government in this way.^ 

Apart firom all these harassings BoswcU, barred automatically, as 
we have noted, from a commission in the Army, his real ambition, 
would have been equally unaUc to follow the law, his second choice, 
except— and this only in England, and by aeddent, and naturally the 
department was overcrowded — ^by practising obscurely ‘under the 
Bar’ as a conveyancer in chambers. Owit^ to some oversight in the 
Penal Code the usual oath against the Blessed Sacrament was not 
demanded of lawyers in this branch, who were not called to the Bar, 
and in consequence it became in time almost a Catholic preserve. In 
Scotland a papistical Mr. Boswell, prohibited from practising at all, 
would be ostracised with great thoroughness. 

A bleak oudook for the new convert No doubt in a rational 
moment young Mr. Boswell, in whom courage, physical or moral, 
was not frequently conspicuous, had counted the cost, even before his 
father intervened. 

Gibbon pire packed his wayward undergraduate son off to Switzer- 
land for a Calvinist rest-cure* Lord Aucltinleck’s emergency plan to 
rescue his own heir fi^m the Scarlet Woman took a somewhat 
peculiar form. Early in March 1760 James visited London for the first 
time, fell heavily under London’s spell, under the auspices of Mr. 
Samudi Derrick, Beau Nash’s successor as Master of CCTcmonics at 

^ A partial Relief Act in 1778 aboKahed tiifi penalty of HfiMmpnsonnient for 
Catholic bidiops and ptiests, with tiie £100 reward paid on conviction to 
informers, and allowed Catholics to inherit their own land on certain conditions. 
Ihe Act was followed by violent anti-Cadiolic noting and destruction in Scotland 
and England alike. 
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Bath, and was especially dazzled by the dashing elegance of die 
Guards. Having apparendy agreed to consider a conimissioa in the 
Brigade, which would mean permanent immersion in Babylonian 
follies, Auchinlcck begged Lord Hailes to ask Prebendary Jortin of 
St. Paul’s to give the prodigal a course of religious instruction; a 
singular proposal from one to whom Prelacy and Popery were much 
the same thing. However, the Anglican via media did not, at the time, 
appeal particularly to James Boswdl, Dr. Jortin wrote to Hailes in 
due course, rather acidly, that ‘your young Gendeman’ called once at 
his house in his absence, made another appointment by letter, did not 
keep it, and had since not been seen or heard of. Lord Hailcs’s young 
gendeman was, in fact, plunging vigorously between Marcli and May 
into the gay life with his mentor Derrick, and liad no time to waste on 
theology or apologetics. In due course, as we shall see, BosweU will 
acquire suflicient conviction (‘though not clear’, he will explain to 
Johnson, ‘as to every point considered to be orthodox’) to attend 
church in Johnson’s company with sincere if fitful devotion, and even 
to take the Anglican Sacrament. 

He is not, I think, to be despised unduly for waywardness in rcUgious 
practice, which matches all his other waverings. He might, after all, like 
Gibbon, have recovered from his brief attack of Roman fcver to 
become one of Christianity’s most vidous slanderers. BoswcU’s own 
reaction, one gathers from the available evidence, was merely to 
regard his Catholic interlude as an experience to be suppressed. He 
never mentioned it to Johnson, even when Johnson gave another 
convert (and a clergyman at that) generous praise for ‘consdentious 
regard to prindplc’, and exclaimed fervently ‘God bless him !’ Nowhere 
docs Boswdl hint, cither in tlic Life or any of his minor writings, or 
in any existing letter, at bis own ease, nor docs he cxlribit any sympatliy 
with the persecuted Catholics whose lot he had once tliought of 
sharing.! When Johnson denounces the British Government’s ‘bar- 
barous debilitating policy’ designed to stamp out the Mass in Irdand* 
Boswell reports it but has nothing to say. At the same time something 
of his brief experience seems to have lingered. It renders his Corsican 
book, for example, notably free fi:om insular grimaces when he 
describes, and joins in, die Corsicans’ devotions and mingles “with their 
monks and d«^y. And evideiidy nostalgia was mixed with memory. 
His questions to Jolmson on points of CadroUc dogma are numerous, 

1 One i n sta n ce, a footnote in tbo Hebrides Journal ctitidsing Wedcy*s bigotry, 
excepted. 
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even if the Doctor’s answers are occasionally, but by no means often, 
ill-informed, vague, or testy. In Germany, Italy, and France Boswell 
fieequendy attends Mass and haunts the churches with, he says, sincere 
happiness, and he goes to Mass often in London, at one or other of the 
Embassy chapels, till the end of his Hfe. His relations with any priest 
he meets, and almost invariably debates with, are courteous and 
pleasant, and one of his principal ports of call during his brief stay in 
Paris in 1766 will be the Scots College, which would seem to old 
Auchinleck one of the gates of HdL 

However, the experience of 1759 did not *take’, as doctors say of 
inoculation, and was not, accurately speaking, a conversion at all, 
since it involved no change of heart For Boswell the world did not 
*tum over and come upright*, and he was not to know that 'spouting 
Well of Joy within* which Paoli knew. I think we should still have had 
a masterpiece of biography fiom him, with certain differences. With 
a similar profound and indestructible philosophy behind him, he might 
have become an English Monta^pe. His clarified mind would have 
indulged in none of the spiritual humblings and bombinations in vaaw 
we find here and there in his pages. He would have talked about 
religion infinitely less and no doubt practised it more. And I think he 
would liave enjoyed the same intimacy with Johnson, who had a 
marked, if fluctuating, tenderness for the faith of his fethers and a 
warm firiendship for more Catholics than PaoH and Dr. Nugent of the 
Literary Club, and extended cordial esteem to priests like Dr. Hussey, 
scaiior chaplain to the Spanisli Emb^asy, and the learned P^e 
Boscovitch, SJ. 

Apart firom all else, Boswell might have afforded us passing glimpses 
of an almost imknown eighteenth-century London which would 
greatly have enriched his book; the London, so to speak, of the 
Catacombs, of Government spies and police informers, of hidden 
doors and whispered passwords, ofheroism and treachery, of arrest and 
escape, a London underworld in which a grave, tadtum dtizea in 
sober broaddoth lighting his long day pipe in a Strand coflfee-house 
with three distinct gestures might be a bi^op of the Universal Church 
appointing a secret time and place for Confirmation behind locked 
doors; being Uablc thereby to appear a week later at Old Bailey, 
charged, like Bishop James Talbot of , the London District in 1771;, 
with 'unkwfidly exerdsing the functions of a popish priest*, ^ 
issuing foence, if convicted, to prison or exile. Dick^ essayed^ 
not too unsuccessfully, to capture something of the. atmosphere of the 
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Penal days in Bantaby Budge, from the outside. No one has described 
it from the inside as Boswell might have done. 

However, he changed his mind, and, as Johnson used to growl with 
such admirable finality, ‘there’s an end on’t’. 

Meanwhile that entrancing Guards commission had bloomed and, 
apparently, faded from Boswell’s sight almost as quickly as the Catholic 
rehgioiL I have called it ‘his real ambition’ because soldiering is the only 
profession for which he ever expressed any personal choice. During 
this three months’ initiation into London life the thrasonic effulgence 
of the Life Guards prancing in and out of the Mail and St, James’s 
Park had impressed him so deeply, as we have already noted, that it is 
not impossible that Lord Auchinledc in liis perturbation seized gladly 
on this fency and used it as bait to bring the gomeral James to reason. 
After Boswell’s unwilling return to Edinburgh in May 1760 his father 
took him to see Archibald Duke of Argyle, one of Marlborough’s 
veterans, who dismissed the suggestion with such bluff alacrity that 
he naay well have been prompted beforehand. ‘My lord, I like your 
son. This boy must not be shot at for ihree-and-six a day’ ; which 
indeed was far from James Boswell’s intention. Ho had, as he informed 
Iris countrymen in 1785 in that eccentric Letter to the People of Scotland 
on the Present State of the Nation, 'no high heroick blood’. His view of 
the military life is indicated with candour in .a wail to Temple in 
1761: ' 

A young fdlow whose happiness was always centred in London, who had at 
least got there, and had begun to taste its delights — getting into the Guards, 
being about Court, enjoying the happiness of the beau monde and die company 
of men of genius, in short everything ho could wish — consider this poor fdlow 
hauled away to the town of Edinburgh (etc., etc.). 

From which we may gather that Boswell’s conception of the 
profesion of arms was military, but not wadike. In 1761 the Seven 
Years’ War with France and Austria had still two more years to run. 
The tide had turned in VJS9, after a long sequence of frjilure and defeat, 
in frvour of Great Britain and her ally Prussia, thottgh a few ntore 
set-backs were to come. The British were stfll vociferously celebrating 
that potions year of Mindcn, Quebec, Quiberon, Guadeloupe, and 
the foundation of the Indian Empire in an immensely popul^ song 
Garrick had written and introduced into Harle^nin’s Invasion at Drury 
Lfrie at dhe of 1759: 
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Come, chccr up, my Lads I 'ids to Glory wc stcar, 

To add somettdng more to this wonde^ Year . . . 

with its rousmg chorus, defying the Mounseer and his invading 
flat-bottoms: 

Hcart-ofOafc are our Ships, 

Heart-of-Oak are our Men, 

We always are ready, 

Steady ! Boys 1 Steady 1 

We’ll fight and wc’U conquer again and again ! 

One may guess therefore, not unfiiirly, that in 1760-1 Bosign Boswell, 
a devil of a buck about town in his new regimentals, would deem the 
war to be practically over and would be content to leave any further 
victories to the Line; and that any rumours in the St James’s chocolate- 
houses pointing to his being himself involved in any unpleasantness 
abroad would mean a ;^a,ooo commission for sale or exchange. 

For Mr. Boswell, as he so readily agreed himsel£ was not a man of 
wrath. In an age of hastily-drawn swords and swifily-cocked pistols 
he never fought a dud — on principle, as he says himself— though at 
least four times on the verge of one : once in Berlin, when an indiscreet 
remark oflended a Jun k er oflicer; once in London, after his remarks 
in the Hebrides Journal on the parsimony of Sir Alexander Macdonald 
of Sleat had infuriated that chieftain;^ once, years later, in Edinburgh, 
over a law-case, and once, finally, at Barnet in 1790, when his 
brutal patron Lord Lonsdale threatened to put a bullet in his hdly. 
And though he loved scarlet, for some reason unknown he scorned a 
commission in Pitt's Militia or Home Guard, though the uniform 
was agreeably gaudy and Wilkes, Gibbon, and Langton all wore it* 

Boswdl did not take Argylc’s pooh-poohing gready to heart It 
did not, after all, mean the end of bis soldierly ambiaons, still less the 
golden London dream he had been enjoying so thoroughly. He had 
had, to use the consecrated phrase, a wondexful time. Hs new fidend 
Samuel Derrick, *my first tutor in the ways of London , to whom he 

^ Macdonald wrote him a letter of violent abuse which compdlcd Boswell to 
call him out, aficr learning fix)m his fidend John Courtenay, MP,* how to handle 
a pistol; his trepidation was due, he lays, to thoughts of his wife and children. 
Macdonald fortunatdy wrote again and obviated a duel Colond Isham 
reproduces BosweU’s formal note requesting the pleasure of Sir Alexander’s 
company in Hyde Park The wrking is quite firm. 

* Wilkes, a major in the Buckinghamshire Militia, Wore the uniform constantly 
dU he exchanged it for the unifonn of C%'ChambeElajm Gibbon was an efficient 
mudeetry oSkxx, like Langton, 
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had been introduced by the actor Francis Gentleman, had shown him 
‘the Town in all its variety of departments, both literary and sportive*. 
It is amusing to find Johnson later advising him to put hlic particulai’s* 
of this experience in wridiig. A nice bawdy epic it would have made, 
I imagine. 


5 

Sec diem picking their ^y delicately one fine April morning of 
1760 over the filthy paving of the Strand towards a waiting hacfaaey- 
coach, the dapper Master-Elect of Ceremonies of Bath and his ea^cr 
young Scotti^ fnend. 

A neat, brisk, amiable litdc butterfly is Mr. Samuel Derrick, cx-actor, 
minor poet and playwright, Beau Nash’s successor in 1761, Johnson 
had a condescending kindness for liim, and in Humphrey Clinker a 
few years later*Miss Lydia Mclford firom Wales awards him a glowing 
testimonial after his official visit as M.C. to Mr. Bramble’s Bath 
lodgings. ‘A pretty litdc gendeman, so sweet, so fine, so dvil, and 
polite, that in our country he might pass for die Prince of Wales’; 
the prototype, in fact (‘Welcome to Ba — adx, Sir’) of Mr. Angelo 
Cyrus Bantam. 

I see dainty Mr. Derrick, fiimd, powdered, perfumed, queued, 
and codked-hatted, stepping point-device in the high-waisted cutaway 
coat of coloured velvet for which, round about 1750, all the beaux 
had discarded the stiffly-flared, full-skirt brocade frock of an earlier 
fiishion. His flowery gold-laced waistcoat, black satin knco-brccchcs, 
lace jabot and wristbands, docked silk stockings, spcckless silver- 
buckled shoes, amber-topped malacca cane, dress-rapier, quizzing- 
glass, and snuff-box are aU exquisitely modish. By his side young Mr. 
Boswdl, attired in the more sober fancy of Edinburgh tailor— liis 
favourite colour will always be brown— cannot help looking provin- 
cial, though even now inclined to be a litde pursy and consequential, 
and developing a strut Mr. Boswdl's role, like that of the adaptable 
country cousin in The London Spy fifty years before, and of Jerry 
Hawthorn in the Regency after him, is ‘for to admire and for to see*, as 
Mr. Derrick’s fluting voice and gracefully-waved cane point out the 
smartest and latest, fom the reigning Sodety toasts in the Mall to the 
Jacobite heads of the ’45 rotting on Temple Bar, to view which 
spy-glas^ are available at a hal^camy a peep. 
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It was still die brutal, cncbaudng London of Gay and Addison, widi 
its briglitly-coloured and, in high winds, lethal forest of heavy, crcakmg 
signs, a few years hence to be dismantled by Act of Parliament, with 
tliose rows of street-posts whicli will give place to raised pavements. 
Many of the signs were as elaborate and decorative as those in Addison’s 
pages. J. T. (‘NoUekens’) Smith remembered with regret seeing outside 
a broker’s shop a full-length portrait of Shakespeare, painted by 
Clarkson, richly framed in gilt and swung from a magnificent confeo 
tion in wrought-iron, which had hung for many years right across the 
Piazza end of litde Russell Street, Covent Garden, outside the 
Shakespeare Tavern- It had cost some ^200 and was one of the sights 
of London, and as there was no Soudi Kensington Museum it was 
allowed to perish. More beauty was brought to the streets by the 
noblemen’s coaches, gilded and painted and wonderfully baroque with 
their carved Neptuncs and mermaids, Cupids and cornucopias, panels 
by Cipriani and gaily-liveried footmen; as Sic Osbert Sitwell has 
remarked, ‘it is impossible to exaggerate (he loveliness added to 
everyday life by the spectacle of them,* Or, one might almost add, to 
exaggerate the noise of them. Their great iron-tyred wheds and the 
hooves of their horses banging over stone flags added to lie already 
formidable din of the hackney-coaches, waggons, drays, and other 
vehicles, the cracking whips and the screaming drivers. To swell the 
symphony itinerant musicians scraped and blared, hawkers and 
baDad-singers bawled, church bells and clocks chimed and rang at 
regular intervals, the handbells and horns of watchmen and postboys 
and newsboys danged and brayed, beggars o£ every description 
whined, and esvery street-trader had a cry, often melodious (see Smith), 
generally ear-pierdng. Hogarth has captured so much of the furious 
racket of London in his time that it almost deafens one to look at some 
of his prints- Those who tried to escape it by travelling the river way— 
and the river traffic was considerable, affording die contemplation of 
such masses of noble and graceful shippiog as we do not , see today — 
did not get off scot-free. From The London Spy we note that , in the 
1700’s dozens of spirit using the Thames made it a point of honour 
to bespatter each other, when within hailing-distance, with the loudest 
and foulest possible abuse. The custom still existed. Dr. Johnson‘s 
shattering riposte to a rude waterman is undoubtedly one of the 
finest ever heard on London River. ‘Sir, your wife, under the pretence 
of keeping a bawdy-house, is a receiver of stolen goods.’ Few amateurs 
could compete with the Doctor in water-music* as in any other sphere* 
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A rare and feirly noisy print by Boitard called The Covent Garden 
Morning Frolick, dated 1747.^ exhibits perfeedy die kind of London 
young Mr. Boswell wanted to see. Amid a cheering, jeering mob a 
sedan carried by two surly chairmen is staggering over the slimy 
cobbles. Inside it, fast asleep, is the well-known Covent Garden toast 
Miss Betty Careless. Perch^ drunkenly on the roof is ‘mad Captain 
Montague’ ; escorting it, floturishing an artichoke, is Captain Marccllus 
Laroon, that excellent artist; and a third notorious character of the 
Garden named Litde Cazey, afterwards transported, heads the 
procession with a link, side by side with another ragamulBn playing a 
hurdy-gurdy, ‘Charming Betty Careless’, whose name is scrawled 
on the banister in the Bedlam scene of The Rake’s Progress, died in the 
poorhouse, like most town-ladies of her time, notably excluding Moll 
King, the eminent Covent Garden brothel-keeper, who retired from 
business to build a row of cottages at Haverstock Hill and die in 
respectability. The frolic depicted by Boitard was certainly not the 
last of its kind Covent Garden was to •witness, and nobody could enjoy 
such muzzy gambols more than James Boswell, though Derrick may 
have warned him incidentally that the moods of the London mob were 
unpredictable. It might easily have welcomed Miss Careless and her 
escort, for example, •with half-bricks, dead dogs, broken bottles, and 
miscdlaneous ofSiL Its aim -^as accurate, owing to much pillory 
practice, and its target sometimes died under its playful attentions. 

To see the savage humours of the London mob, as ferocious and 
frmous as its Parisian opposite-number, but less eerily disciplined, at 
their best, Mr. Derrick would naturally carry Mr. Boswell to Tyburn, 
for there was no interesting pillory-performance at the moment, so 
frr as I can discover, and no woman was being burned at the stake for 
coining or husband-murder, a recurring public diversion up to 1790. 
From The Gentleman’s Magazine and other sources I gather that Tyburn 
•was not at its best at this moment, either. Four robbers were hanged 
on Monday, March 28, but though the criminal hero of the dec^, 
mad Earl Ferrers, -was sentenced by his peers in ‘Westminster Hall 
on April 18 foif shooting his steward, the actual hanging at Tyburn, 
by a silken rope, of this nobleman m his wedding-Bn^ did not take 
place till. May 5, so that Boswdl probably miss^ it In which case 
Mr, Derridc doubtless apologised for the poor entertainment at Tyburn 
Pair, where even a Irighwaymari ofthe vtilgarcst sort would have been 

^ Catalogue of Prhts and Drawings, British Museum (Vol. IE, Political and Personal . 
SaSirei No, 3887}: , See firontispiei^ 
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welcx)me; still more so a product of the great public schools. These 
foundations, not as yet a dose corporation as nowadays, are represented 
in the Tyburn records by at least two Old Etonians, an Old West- 
minster, and a gendeman of no named school who seems to me to bear 
all the obvious stigmata of the Wykehamist. This Macheath in real 
life, a Mr. John Turner, hanged in 1727, worked die High Toby on the 
Great West Road, and never held up the Bath coach without winning 
encomiums from his victims for ‘great Gendcncss and Good-Manners, 
putting his Hat into the Coach and taking what Money they thought 
fit to give him, nay, sometimes returning a Part of that, if the Dress 
or Aspect of the Person gave him Room to suspect that their Wants 
were as great as his. From this extraordinary Condua he obtained the 
name of Civil John, by which he was very well known to the Stage- 
Coachmen . I quote die reluctandy-adnuriug prose of the Grub 
Street gendemen in inky ruffles who compiled the Newgate Calendar’s 
earlier companion-volume. Lives of the Most Renmrkahle Criminals, etc. 
Publiwchool men still took to the high'way now and again in 
the I76 o’ 8, doubdess, but apparendy with more luck. 

All gendemen o£the road and other interesting Tyburn clients were 
escorted by the mob with joke and song all the way &om Newgate, 
cheered or pelted all the way. The great triangular gallows, D(^y 
Nevergreen, the Threo-Legged Mare, which could take twenty-four 
at one operation, had been erected in 1571 for Catholics exclusively.^ 
The last of the long procession of London martyrs had been hang^, 
cut down, and disembowelled alive some eighty years before Bosv^ s 
visit, though he missed by only six years the last disemhowdling of 
all, that of the Jacobite agent, Dr. Ajchihald Cameron, who died as 
gallandy as the martyrs. Walpole tells Sir Horace Mann: ‘His only 
concern seemed to be at the ignominy of Tyburn; he was not disturbed 
at die dresser for his body, or at the fire to bum his bowels/ Walpole 
adds with a shrug of contempt that in his anxiety to get a better view 
of the final ceremony, the clergyman attending Dr. Cameron let down 
the top of the landau he was sitting in.* 

It will easily be gathered that when the hangman no longer had the 

1 The site marked withi metal studs in tiic roadway at Marble Arch is approxi- 
mately exact, 

* It is to be noted that the Government’s vindictiveness in punishing a man of 
Camcron*g admirable character with such savagery, eight years after the 
shocked even tiie Eighteenth Century. Smollett notes that some of the crowd 
round the gaUows, , 'though not very subject to tender emotions’, shed teaix; imd 
that Cam eremvm regarded even by many Hanovenan Whigs as a victunu 
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specialist by his side with the knives and die brazier, Tyburn’s ciitcrtain- 
ment-value became materially reduced. There could be litdc complaint 
as to quantity. Walpole calls Tyburn a shambles. Jobison load 
chanted sombrely in London, a Poem, in 1738 : 

Scarce can our Fields, such Crouds at Tyburn die. 

With Hemp the Gallows and the Fleet supply. 

There was stiU no shortage in the 1760’s. The quality of die show 
was, however, variable. Hundreds of Tyburn’s cUents lacked what the 
modem theatre business calls ‘box-offlee appeal’, and not a few were 
so poor-spirited as to be swung off in a state of penitence, though on a 
ludey day you might view some dasliing highwayman and fop like 
Sixteen-String Jack Rann, or a public idol like Jack Sheppard, delight- 
ing his admirers with a gracefully dignified exit, or some stout hot- 
tempered virago like Mrs. Hannah Dagoe causing howls of mirth 
by fighting the hangman and knocking him off the scaffold. It may 
be— I have often suspected it — that when disembowelling ceased, the 
slow triumphal procession firom Newgate became far more amusing 
than the Tyburn ceremony, wliich was often an anticlimax, despite 
those firee fig;hts for the bodies between friends of the deceased and 
emissaries of the surgeons, which shocked Samuel Richardson even 
more than the oaths and jests exchanged between the condemned and 
the aowd. I diink the favoured occupants of the grand-stand, where 
now the big chiema stands on die comer of Oxford Street and the 
Edgware Road, may often have judged die entertainment hardly 
worth the trouble. But it satisfied the ruck of the spectators, including 
the gin-and-gingerbread men, and especially those fearful gangs of 
child-savages firom the rookeries of St. Giles’s and Clare Market, 
Strand, doomed firom birth to abandonment and starvation, and at 
Icngdi, almost inevitably, to playing the leading part in the public 
show they now revelled in. These children’s every prospect in life 
ended in a transportation-ship or a gallows, they mosdy slept on the 
bulks in the streets (where Johnson with aching heart would often 
press a penny into a small grimy paw as he passed) or, under chance 
archways,, anid no hand was lifted to save them by a coimtry jusdy 
famed for care and skill in breeding sheep and catde. The existence of 
such childten is perhaps, with the tremendous negro slave-trade, 
whidi so enriched the pious citizens of Bristol, the blLdcest of all the 
stains, on this age. 

Boswell’s lifelong enjoyment of public executions I have already 
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meutioiicd. His first experience of Tyburn Fair most likely introduced 
him unawares to several members of the cast of The Beggars Opera 
mingling with the crowd — Filch and Jenny Diver, for example — 
and picking his pocket with the greatest case. There is a real Jenny 
Diver, alias Mary Yoimg, in the Newgate Calendar; a more vivacious 
and enterprising character than Gay's. She invented, for example, a 
pair of felsc arms, enabling her to steal gold watches and jewellery with 
impunity at church, lived in style on the proceeds when transported to 
Virgima, and for some time after her return, until its inevitable sequel 
at Tyburn, was one of the most efficient and popular toasts of the 
underworld. From her Gay may have taken the name, which seems to 
have become a professional honorific, home by more than one lady 
after her. By day nobody in a London aowd was safe from Miss 
Diver and her colleagues. By night, under the sparse and winking 
oil-lamps, the underworld took more vigorous action. Emerging 
suddenly firom some dark court or twisting alley, sinister figures wdth 
drawn blades would stirround the foot-passenger even in main 
thorough&rcs; Dr. Johnson* held up once by four bravoes thus, held 
them at bay till the watch arrived. linkmen conveying a gentleman 
home in a fog might knock him out and rob him, Woodenr-legged 
beggars claiming to be veterans of Butcher Cumberland or Hawke or 
Vernon might whip off a limb and do the same. A hook-and- 
line dangled firom an upper window, or a small boy concealed in a 
basket on a passing porter's head, might spirit away his hat and wig 
for ever (a good wig cost anything up to ^£20), A passer-by's knife 
might dexterously strip off his gold or silver greatcoat-buttons* In the 
viciaity of the Parks a particulady odious form of blackmail flourished, 
then as today. After dark it was better to keep off the streets of London 
unless you were in a coach— thou^ a coadi might be held up, still 
more a sedan, as the Earl of Scarborough discovered in the 1730's 
near St James's, Piccadilly, and Horace Walpole discovered twenty 
years later, when a highwayman robbed him in Hyde Paxk^^ — or with a 
well-armed party. Boswell, no swordsman, soon grasped this, I 
imagine. 

^ Anodict of Walpole’s experiences: *l was sitting in my own dimng-room 
On Arlington Street) on Sunday night the dock had not sttuck deVen, when I 
heardaloud cry of “Stop thief r’ A higbwaymau had attacked a post-diaific in 
Piccadilly, within fifty yards of this house; the fcUow was pursued, rode over the 
watchman, almost Idlled him, and escaped.’ (Letter to Sir Horace Mann, 
September ao, 1750.) 
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Apart from sudi incidental risks, the night-life to which the amiable 
Derrick introduced him was attractive enough to please more critical 
neophytes rhan Mr. Boswell of Aucbinlcck. A good dinner would be 
its natural foundation. The Strand has long since lost that double 
festal line of red-curtained tavern windows glowing like rubies 
through the murk and fog, eloquent of good fires and candlelight and 
comfort, with bursts of laughter and song — men were allowed to sing 
in London taverns then — tissuing from them, and a sudden gush of 
agreeable odours from opening doors. One dined round about four 
and supped at a late hour, and all-night parties were frequent. The 
fare at a good tavern was less of a jumble than those dinners at private 
houses which to a modem eye seem disconcerting and even barbarous. 
Not everybody clamoured constandy, like Dr. Johnson, for veal-pie 
with plums, pork boiled to rags, and salt buttock of beef, and not every 
dropsy-patient would make a hearty dinner of ‘a French duck-pie 
and a pheasant’ a fortnight before his death nor did everybody 
indulge in the Doctor’s cannibal tricks of taking lobster-sauce with his 
plum-pudding and pouring melted butter into hot chocolate and 
capillaire into port. But even the great world had peculiar dietetic 
notions. Returning one night in the 1760’s from Lady Blandford’s, 
Lady Mary Coke records in her diary, with disapproval, a dinner of 
‘a great round of boil'd Beef, little mutton-pyes, beans & Bacon, 
Mackerel without fennel-sauce. The second Course, a neck of Lamb, 
a.gooseberry-pye, & two other little things, not Meat’. Even this 
menu is less curious than some of the complicated imitatiou-Frendi 
cookery the Beau Monde currently indulged in; and the recurrence of 
a sauce of melted butter and flour as a ‘dressing’ for all vegetables 
indiscriminately strikes a sinister note. But in the taverns, at least, you 
cotfld get a pl^ and wholesome dinner, and there was no need to 
hurry over your wine at the ay of an alcoholic host 

Issuing from their Strand tavern towards seven or eight p.m., with 
a couple of bottles of burgundy or port apiece under their belt and the 
night before them (we may assume that on this occasion they are.not 
going to the play beforehand), the steps ofMr. Derrick and Mr. Boswdl 
would naturally turn, towards Covent Garden, the Palais-Royal of 
London, where the choicest wickedness of the town was concentrated. 

* Hawldnj, JL^/e ^ Saimiel Johnson, LLD, 
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Since the nobility and gentry moved west early in the century Covent 
Garden had become a nest of brothels, dives, gaming-houses, taverns, 
coffee-houses, supper-clubs and bagnios; brothels like the famous 
house of the late Moll King, widow of the Old Etonian who founded 
the business, bagnios like the celebrated Turk’s Head, advertised in the 
fourth plate of Marriage i la Mode^ and *Mr. Lovejoy’s Bagnio*, 
mentioned by the Loftdon Chronicle as a casualty in the Covent Garden 
fire of 1769; a name which seems to me to argue a certain 'waggery in 
the pimping world of the period,^ 

Qosc by Mr. Lovejoy’s under the Piazzas was Mr. Bigg’s 
Hummums, a more elaborate thermal establishment where Mr. 
Derrick and Mr. Boswell might bathe, rest, refresh themselves, and 
meditate on the night’s pleasures, to the clinking of the Mattins-bell 
of St Paul’s, Covent Garden, having their wigs combed and freshly 
powdered meanwhile by Mr. Carroll, the adjacent perruquier. To 
the Hummums attaches the strange ghost-story, related in the Lifiy 
of Dr. Johnson’s rakehelly cousiu, the Rev. Cornelius (Tarson’) Ford, 
hero of the Midnight Conversation print of Hogarth, whose pencil has 
caught the iharing, sweating divine in mid-bacdianal. The Hummums 
service included Turkish, perfumed, and herbal baths, cupping, 
sweating, massage, and a wine-cellar; one of its specialities, since 
luxury is essentially conservative, like vice, may still have been the 
‘Cro'wn Bath Extraordinary, enrich’d with Essences and Siueet-Herhs\ 
which the ‘very fine Lady of the Town’ orders in that graceless anecdote 
in The London Spy, Apart from these regular pleasure^resorts, many 
of the taverns in the Strand and .Covent Garden district possessed 
cabinets particuliers;^ for example, the Three Tuns in Chandos Street, 

where the Honblc. J P — - (the Newgate Calendar tactfully 

suppresses his name) was stabbed at a a.m. by a Miss Sally Salisbury, 
who was entertaining him there over a botde of Frontiniac; for 'which 
act of petulance, seeing she did not kill the gendeman, she was with 
extraordinary leniency merely fined j^ioo and sent to Newgate to 
die of gaol-i^er. 

^ The Oxfisrd Diedooary defines a bagnio as bathing*hotise (tiot now in 
England); Oriental prison; brothd.’ In l8tb century London it combined tifae 
amenities of a ^ botue of assignation, a brotbd, and a badi^iousd. 

Another edebrated one 'was tbe Bdl Bagnio, under the window of which the 
sculptor RoubiHac 'was btxried in xyda, in the churchyard of St. Maidn's-oorth^ 
Eldds. The Bdl advertised “good At te nd a nce and neat “Wines.” 

* Some fifry of fiiese 'were ^fiadi houses’, the recognised headquar^ of 
thieves and pickpockets, wdl kno'wn to Bow Street 
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Pacing the dismal rottcn-fruit-stinking remains of Covcnt Garden 
in 1946 one fmds it a severe effort to sinnmon up its privacious past. 
From a drawing of die Piazzas in the 1790’s by Thomas Sandhy, R. A., 
it would seem that tliis fine covered promenade lias shrunk considerably 
not only in oxtait but size since tlie last rakes and mopsics quitted it. 
Even St. Paul’s church, tliough it clo.sely resembles the St. Paul’s of 
The Covent Garden Morning Frol ick, is different. Inigo Jones’s original 
building was burned down in 1795, and die great dock over the 
Tuscan portico, widi its motto Sic Transit Gloria Mundi and the 
chimes by which so many sinners had set their watches, was not 
replaced on the new firont. None of the tall old houses of die Garden 
Boswell knew survives. One of them. No. 4 Tavistock Row, on the 
south side, was to have an especial interest for him. Here for many 
years lived Miss Rcay, principal mistress of the Earl of Sandwich, 
First Lord of die Admiralty, niodier of nine of his children and victim 
of (he Rev. Francis Hackman, who shot her dead on the night of April 
7i I779» outside the portico of Covcnt Garden Hieatre; a case of 
frantic unrequited passion which fascinated Boswdl so mightily diat 
he rode in the coach to Tyburn with Mr. Hackman and the attendant 
clergyman. From MoU King’s famous coffee-house and brothel, 
opposite, the nightly uproar may have quickened the eager steps of 
himself and Mr. Derrick more than once. 

We may glance in due course at (he more decorous evening amuse- 
ment to be enjoyed at places like Ranelagh and Vauxhall. Whether 
Boswell got into one of the more exdusive gambling dubs like 
White’s, the Cocoa-Tree, or Boodle’s I caimot say. Lord Eglintomi, 
with whom he seems to have stayed part of his time, may have taken 
him into one of these, purdy as a spectator, for Eglintomi, who was 
keeping half an eye on Auchinlcck’s son, by request, took him down 
to Newmarket during this visit and introduced him to— though he 
never put him up for — the Jockey Club, where Boswell entertained 
the shnple-mind^ racing men vasdy with his schoolboy high spirits 
and gift of doggerd. Play at the great London dubs was appallhigly 
high, and if BoswcU ever lost money in any of them he would surdy 
have mentioned it to Temple. 

He was certainly fond of a throw. He admits to Temple in 1768 
during a fresh outbreak that a few years before 1 had the rage of 
ga ming *, that he lost more money than he could afford, and that 
Sheridan the younger lent him enough to pay his debts, on a promise 
not to play again for three years. There were plenty of gatning-houacs 
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ill London, of course, apart firom the gilded clubs. Had BoswcE ever 
played with the dukes we should have heard about it. 

And of course the theatres , . , 

Drury Lane would be a triplerstarrcd advance-entry in any country 
cousin's engagement-book. Doors opened at 5,30 p.m,, and the play, 
of anything up to five acts, with prologue and epilogue, began at 
6.30, followed by a two-act farce. If Derrick and Boswell had reserved 
a box in advance, for which purpose the Drury Lane management 
entreated persons of quality to send their footmen to the theatre a little 
after five, they could dine at their leisure beforehand. If they chose 
the pit, it meant a crowded wait and very often a scrimmage. 

Mde the vast, dim, cavernous theatre, lined on either side by three 
tiers of boxes over an enormous pit, with three galleries facing the stage, 
the orchestra beguiled the time before curtain-rise with three selections, 
called the Hrst, Second, and Third Musick. The curtain rose on what to 
a modem eye, pampered by brilliant dcctrical devices and Schwabe- 
Hasait installations, would seem almost what Dr, Johnson would call 
^inspissated twilight'. On a large stage lit by half a dozen chaodeliets 
and a row of oil-footlights it must have bccai bardy possible to dis- 
tinguish the players' features firom any great distance, wliich I think 
explains all the ranting and stamping and raving of the Old School, 
a style eschewed by the profession nowadays as 'ham'. 

In 1755 the anonymous author of a edebrated pamphlet, BjfiecHotis 
upon Theatrical Expression, had striven to interest ic playcn in a more 
subtle management of their limbs and features, and especially of the 
feet and legs: 

In Astonishment aiid Surprize aiisiog from Terror, the Irft Leg is drawn back 
to some distance fix>m the other; under the same Afiection of the Mind, but 
resulting from an unhofi-jor Meeting with a bdoved Object, the right Leg 
is advanced to some distance before the left. Impatience and Regret at bdng 
detected in some iniqmtons Derign may be heightened by shuffling of the 
Feet without moving from the Spot. 

Certainly Garrick, on his return firom his Continental tour in 1765, 
full of fitresh ideas, induding the abolition of the view-obstructing 
stage chandeliers in favour of concealed wing-lights, altered and 
improved his own style considerahly, and, as Tom Davies renxarks, 
dropped the ‘daptrap'. Perhaps the new lighting hdped. 

By the’ beginning of this year, 1760, the glory of Garrick's fifteen- 
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vcar rcigii as iiiouarcli of the London stage was waning a trifle. At 
43 lie was a little jaded; liis mobile, quizdeal features were beginning 
to show that professional wcar-aiid-tcar on which Johnson later 
commented; he was temporarily tired of fighting his leading ladies; 
he badly needed that rest from an exhausting routine he was wise 
enough to take four years later. In March 1760, moreover, liis first 
beautiful, temperamental leading lady and mistress, Margaret Woffing- 
ton, died in retirement. Garrick camiot but liavc been remembering 
with mclanclioly their splendid joint conquest of the town all those 
years ago and their stormy loves, even if he were not wearing at that 
moment the diamond shocbucklcs she had given liim, and which, 
always economical though notably generous, he had fomid liimsclf 
unable to part with when the affair ended in the late 1740^8 and all 
presents were returned. 

But whatever his weariness and trials and regrets, he was still a great 
actor, with sixteen more years of supremacy as a public idol before him, 
and drawing the usual fid! houses, on an average. A rather spiteful 
story, repeated by Kinght, that one night about diis time Garrick 
and Mrs. Cibber played to a house of five pounds is di.smisscd by die 
best authorities as absurd, as indeed it must be. Even die uproar of 
1755* when swords daslicd and blood was spilt in the pit of Drury 
Lane over the celebrated Noverre Ballet firom Paris, whose visit had 
coincided unfortunately widi the threat of war against France and 
who were hooted off the stage as lousy French papists — Noverre was a 
Swiss Protestant — and spies, after wliich the audience partially wrecked 
the theatre and did. some j£ 4 ,ooo-wordi of damage, while Garrick 
dithered behind the scenes, had not materially affected die box-office. 
Since a scene would probably never liavc occurred in die days when 
Garrick could control a restive house by the lift of an eyebrow. 
Prospero was feeling too dred, pctliaps, to cope with Caliban at tliis 
moment. His authority would return before long. 

He kept unflaggingly at work, meanwhile. Drury Lane between 
March and May 1760 had plejity to offer young Mr. Boswell. Four 
or five nights a week at least Garrick made a personal appearance in 
the main piece, whethesr by Shakespeare, Ben Jonsou, Congreve, 
Otway, Vanbrugh, or Rowe. I note firom the Drury Lane archives 
that he played 'Hamlet, Romeo, and Shylock at this moment but left 
Falstaff) Richard HI, and Maebeth to his talented leading man, Barry, 
and others; m incKcation, I deduce, d^t he was reducing his more 
strenuous roles-r-in old age Mrs. Siddoiis spoke of his ‘terrible energy* 
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as Richard— and conserving his powers for the tremendous Lear with 
which he was to electrify the town a few months hence, and was 
possibly rehearsing already. Modern actors playing Lear make up with 
a long white beard and aim at representing an approximate age of 195. 
Garrick’s Lear, beardless, wore a white wig, high-hcclcd diamond- 
buckled shoes, and a short velvet cmiine-trimmcd cloak, Garrick^s 
Romeo wore the rich clothes of a contemporary St James’s beau, 
like Garrick’s Hotspur, who sported a RamiUics wig, and Garrick’s 
Macbeth wore the full-dress uniform and sword of a Hanoverian 
officer against a background of pseudo-Scottish chieftains. His leading 
ladies wore hoops whatever they were playing. The Eighteenth 
Century did not think this odd. 

How often Boswell and Derrick sat on the liard backless box-scats 
or pit-bcnchcs of Drury Lane, and quizzed die fair occupants of the 
boxes, and bought oranges from the orange-girls, and heard the 
fiddles tuning, and dodged the peel from the galleries, and watched the 
footlights slowly come aglow between March and A 4 ay in this year is 
not known. More than once, I diink They must surely have been 
presait on the night of April iz, when Derrick’s and Johnson’s friend 
Thomas Davies, shordy to be driven from the st^e into the book- 
trade by a brutal line in Churcliill’s Rosciadt had a benefit-night and 
played Horatio in Rowe’s Fair Penitenti to which succeeded The 
Upholsterer, a farce by Johnson’s witty yotmg friend Arthur Murphy. 
Another evening’s programme clearly to Boswell ’s taste is that of 
April 18, Love for Love followed by J^cklin’s farce Loue i la Mode, 
with die aged comedian-author playing the lead. I doubt also if he 
would miss a spectacular Garrick performance like Thomson’s Tancred 
and Sigisntunda on March 3, or the benefit-night, March 22, of the star 
comedian Palmer, who played in Townley’s High Life Below SCmrs 
after the curtain had fallen on Verona, A month earlier we might have 
placed Mr. Boswell at ‘the Lane’ with absolute certainty, vociferously 
applauding a five-act tragedy, The Siege of Aquitcia, by his friend and 
fellow-countryman the Rev. John Home, whose tragedies should be 
read by anyone curious to gauge the stayiug-power of die eighteenth 
cemtury London audience. But runs were short in those days, and 
Home’s poorish piece had come off before Boswell’s arrival. The 
undated story be tells of his sittoig-in Drury Lane pit in his youth with 
the Rev. Hugh Blair and. ravishing a crowded house, during the 
intervals, with a lifelike imitation of a lowing cow, plainly belongs to 
this first visit. 
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At Coveiit Garden tlic ageing Rich was producing musical drama 
and native opera, with a revival or two of Gay’s masterpiece. Boswell 
was just a few months too early in 1760 for two outstanding Covent 
Garden landmarks, Arne’s Artaxerxes and Bickerstaffe’s Love in a 
Village, but he may have sat, with diflSculty, through Hawkesworth’s 
ZimrL The only other London theatres Hcensed by the Crown were 
the King’s Theatre, Haymarkct, sacred to Italian Opera and the 
dilettanti, and ‘the Little Theatre in the Haymarkct*, a small comedy- 
house made fashionable by those satiric sketches of Foote’s which 
might have lived longer liad they been less topical. Boswell saw 
Foote in. The Minor during this stay, and later scribbled a tire- 
some pamphlet on it. The rough-and-tumble seasonal boodis of 
Bartholomew Fair, now in dishonourable decline, where horseplay 
like The French Flogged kept up the John Bull spirit, would hardly 
attract liim or Derrick, I think. 

If it was music and dazzle combined with the company of the 
Beau Monde at dbow-rubbing quarters that Mr. Boswell desired 
during this short stay, Derrick may have been able to satisfy this need 
before he left London. The pleasure-gardens of London opened in 
May and closed in August, so Boswdl could quite well have fellen 
this month, like Lord Chesterfield and Horace Walpole,* and even Dr. 
•Johnson, under the enchantment of fiishionablc Randagh, adjoining 
Chdsca Hospital; parading with half the Peerage round and round the 
vast and gHttering Rotunda (‘blind asses in an olive-mill*, said crusty 
Dr. Smollett), cooling himself amid maay sylvan walks where all the 
birds ‘attuned their note to cars polite*, admiring the lake and the 
Chinese Pagoda, and supping degandy and expcnsivdy in one of the 
two tiers of suppcr-hoxes, while the great organ, tlie string orchestra, 
and some artist like the eminent tenor Beard, or Parry the harpist, 
produced those quavery jioriture so admired by the Vauxball, 
older and now slightly less modish, offered much the same attractions* 
The stfll less fashionable but very popular Marylebone Gardens, where 
Dr. Johnson indted a famous public revolt against Torre’s non- 
opaative fireworks one showery summer evening in George 
Steevens’s company, had a Grand. Walk amid tall trees and a charming 
music-pavilion and orchestra, mounted on pillars. The edehrated 
Kin g of Pickpockets, George Barrington, operated there. On the 
authority of The Beggai^s Opera, Marylebone was also an off 4 uty 
haunt of Madieath and his Hi^ Toby fiiends, but wlmt public resort 
in London was not? No doubt young, Mr. Boswdl mistook more 
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than one ruffling swcll-mobsman for a man of quality, and may even 
have been fooled, in the classic eighteenth-century manner, by the 
usual town mopsy or waiting-woman in borrowed plumage, to the 
air of ‘Water parted’, or the minuet in Ariadne. It is interesting to 
think that old tunes like these, played at the cightcenth-century pitch 
by fiddlers long dead, were lit heard by living ears in the early 
1900’s, when those two sedate Oxford ladies had diat eerie, fascinating 
adventure at Versailles. 


5 

The list of the town’s pleasures in early 1760 is by no means 
exhausted. We may glance briefly at a few that remain while Mr. 
Derrick and Mr. Boswell finish taking their throbbing heads for a 
morning walk in the Mall, along the double avenue of limes and elms, 
and turn into one of the Pall Mall chocolate-houses, the Star and Garter 
or the Old Smyrna, for a dish of coffee and a glance at the Londen 
Chronicle or the Public Advertizer, Perhaps they have just seen, as they 
paced past Horse Guards Parade, a soldier flogged into insensibility, 
and viewed and admired some reigning toast, Lady Waldcgrave, 
Lady Coventry, or the eccentric and slovenly Duchess of Devonshire 
taking the air. They have seen Rosamond's Pond by Bocage Walk, 
now'covcrcd by Wellington Barracks, and the Canal, and the water- 
fowl, and the carp, and the cows and deer browsing the grass, and 
Buckingham House, a mansion one-third its present size, not yet a 
Royal residence. 

Their Pall Mall chocokte-housc would be full of 'smoke and 
stratagem’, tatde and perfume. The modish gentleman in pcadiHand- 
silvcr, in loud transports over the excellence of the new pky at Drury 
Lane, would quite likely he on the payroll of Mr. Garrick, to whom 
none of the arts of publicity, indudi^ the jwe, was a seact If they 
decided kter to take a hackney-coach to one of the outlying pleasure- 
resorts with which London was ringed, they had an embarrassing 
choice, since every suburban tavern of any pretensions had its gardens 
and its games, skitdes and bowls especially. 

At Sadler’s Wells and Bagnigge WcUs in Clerikcnwell, at the 
World’s End and the Bun House in Chdsca, at the White Conduit 
House in Islington, Boswell could contempkte the middle ckss talcing 
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its pleasure, the ‘greasy dts’, the corpulent City tradesmen, many 
of tiem rich enou^ to buy the place, with their wives and daughters, 
drinking tea, eating cheesecakes, listaiing to the fiddles, watcliing 
the ropedancers. Even at these sober resorts exciting things might 
occasionally happen. It was at Bagnigge Wells in the 1770’s 
that Sixteen-String Jack Rann the Jnghwayman appeared one Sunday 
night ill a fine scarlet coat with tamboured waistcoat, white silk stock- 
ings, and gold-laced hat, fidly armed, drunk, boastful, posturing like a 
film-star, and creating such trouble that a party of young sparks 
bundled him ignominiously out of die window. There was more 
risky amusement to be sought, with proper precaution, among the 
merry blackguards of Hocklcy-in-tlic-Holc, where barc-fisted gladia- 
ton half-murdcrcd each otiicr nightly in die boxiug-ring, and female 
pugilists (fists to be clenched over half a crown, by order, to prevent 
gouging and scratcliing) were a special attraction, and wresding, 
cudgel-play, dog-fights, cock-fights, bull and badger-baiting, and every 
kmd of relaxation brought together all the thugs, thieves, sharpers, 
pimps, crimps, bullies, blacklegs, and highwaymen in town, widi 
their doxies, apart firom patrons of manly British sport like Frederick, 
Prince of Wales. ‘You should go to Hochlcy-iu-the-Holc and to 
Mttiybone, Child, to leam Valour’, says waggi^ Mrs. Pcachum to 
Filch, referring not so much to Marylchonc Gardens as to the taverns 
and gaming-houses fiinging it Nothiug remains of the widted glory 
or the dens of Hockley, whidi is now called Back Hill, Clerkcnwell, 
the ‘hub of London’s highly respectable and industrious Italian 
quarter. 

If Mr. Derrick’s young friend enjoyed the spectacle of low life, 
fiirdier interesting experiences awaited tiicm among the brawling 
sailors and their women in the pot-houses of Stepney and RatclifFc 
Highway and Wapping, where the bones of pirates clanked and 
twirled in thdr rhaim at high-water mark. By daylight these places 
were relatively safe for tourists, it appears firom The London Spy. 
More accessible and less risky to fixe spectator were the purlieus of 
May Fair, where duck could be hunt^ by hired spaniels on ponds 
behind the taverns, or the Long Fields behind Montagu House in 
Bloomsbury, now covered by the vast pile of the British Museum, 
where the scum of St Giles’s indulged in dog-fights and tipcat and 
cricket and other disreputable games, especially on Sundays and 
despite the magistrates and the Press Gang, 

From aE theit expeditions the natty guide and his eager pupil would 
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return in their hackney-coach, I think, weary but quite ready again, 
after a rest, a botdc, and a change of attire, for the evening amusements 
of the fasliioiiablc end of the town; the taverns, the theatres, the 
bagnios, and the brothels. If Boswell felt inclined to repose his mind 
for an hour or so before dressing with a litde light rcadir^, the airrent 
issue of The Gaitleinatts Magazine would most naturally supply it. 
Tlic March number for this year contains a Survey of Thurot's reccaat 
naval expedition to Ireland, a Review of an Enquiry into the Beauties 
of Painting, a Tabic of the Duration of Life, Ortogntl (an Eastern Tale), 
and articles on the Militia Act, the Certainty of a Future State, and 
Frauds Practised by Farmers in tlic Payment of Tithe, together with the 
Story of a Lady in Derbyshire (who found her husband embradng her 
maid), tlie Idea of an Englisli Academy, Governor Lyttleton*s Treaty 
with the Cherokee Indians in 1739, the Minutes of Licut-Gcn. Lord 
George Sackvillc’s recent court-martial for refusing to obey an order 
of Prince Ferdinand of Brunswick at Minden, many book-reviews, 
and a section of light verse, notably an ode O; a Piece of Diacolon 
Plaster being Dropt brfore a Lady ^ folded like a Billet^^Donx. 

Which will remind us that we seem to have overlooked the literary 
attractions Boswell mentions as part of his initiation into town life. 
These would include, no doubt, some dawdling round the more 
celebrated bookshops, Dodsley’s at the Tully’s Head in Pall Mall, 
Andrew Millar’s and Tonson’s in the Strand, Dodd’s at Temple Bar, 
Osborne’s in Gray’s Inn; together, perhaps, with a bottle or two among 
the wits and bookmen and Templars at the Old Grecian in Devereux 
Court, Strand, the ghost of which still wanly flourishes, and an evening 
or two at Old Slaughter’s m St Martin’s Lane, the Cafe Royal of the 
period. Though Johnson, his presumed lodestar, was to be seen any 
night at the Mitre or some other favourite Fleet Street tavern, and could 
easily be called on, Boswell seems to have made no effort to hold 
Derrick to his promise to present him. He explains himself that he 
came to suspect that Derrick had promised more than he could perform. 
More likely the gay dog had temporarily posq>oned Jolmson and 
Derrick deemed it for the best. As for his remark to Temple about 
’the company of men of genius’, it appears &om a rccendy-discovcred 
letter to Eglintoun that Boswell called on Sterne in his lodgings in 
PaU Mall at least once during this stay. Sterne was the fiishionable 
novelist of the moment and hdd a daily levee. Nothing came of their 
meeting, and doubtless Johnson’s gargantuan contempt for ’the man 
Sterne’ explains Boswell’s lack of interest in him, afterwards. - It seems 
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possible tliat Derrick introduced Win to Goldsmith, his countryman, 
during this visit. He certainly met Tom Davies; possibly the younger 
Sheridan, and quite likely, as I have suggested before, the fascinating 
Wilkes, 

So passed, more or less, dirce months of sheer intoxication, in more 
senses than one, and it was time to book a reluctant scat in die Glasgow 
coach at its Holboni startmg-pkee. 


Edinburgh was naturally a provincial hole to die rcccut man-^bout- 
town, and the last letter to Temple (May 1, 1761) I have quoted 
exhales all the disgust of a Rivarol exiled to Hamburg, though not so 
wittily. After that sigh for the Guards and the Court and the Beau 
Monde, Boswell runs on: 

Consider diis poor fdlow hauled away to the town of Edinburgh, obliged 
to conform to every Scotch custom, or he laughed at — ‘Will you hae some jeel 1 ^ 
Oh fie 1 Oh fie !*- 4 iis flighty iimgiuarion quite cramped, and he oblig^ to 
study Corpus Juris Civilis, and live in his father’s strict family; is dicrc any 
wonder, Sir, that the unlucky dog should be somewhat firctful? 

The jolly Mohocis of the Jockey Club arc in hk mind as he compares 
himself to a Newmarket courser yoked to a dungcart, and in his firctful 
boredom lie is indined to be testy with Temple on a personal matter. 

Your insinuation about my being indelicate in the choice of my female 
friends, I must own, surprises rac a good deal Pray, what is the meaning of 
itf 

Here the judicious editor (1856) of the Letters, Mr. PhiHp Francis of 
the Middle Temple, leaves a blank, explaining that it is iiot at all 
desirable to foUow Boswell into particulars of conduct here described 
and extenuated. Given Boswell’s tempexament, it is hardly worth 
while tryh^ to conjecture what light on the Edinburgh underworld 
Mr, Frauds suppressed. The peevish mood lifts very soon and Boswell 
is once more active and cheerful, scribbling and publishing a doughy 
focetious threepenny pamphlet on Foote’s recent performance in The 

^ **Jed*\ I am informed by a learned Scots antiquary, was merdy jcHy. But 
the polite called it “conserve”. 
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Minor^ and an Elegy on the Death of an Amiable Young Lady^ price 
sixpence, and starting a correspondence with Andrew Erskinc, the 
Earl of Kellie’s son, a captain in the 71st Foot, which is full of bad verse 
and flighty prose, often no worse than some of Horace Walpole’s or 
Lamb’s. The first letter gives suflSdent indication of the style: 

Auchinlcck, August 25 th, 1761. 

Dear Ersldne, 

No ceremony, I beseech you I Give me your hand. How is my honest 

Captain Andrew? How goes it with the elegant, gende Lady A ? The 

lovely sighing Lady Jane ? And how, oh, how does that glorious luminary 

LadyB do? You see I retain my usual volatility. The Boswells, you know, 

came over firom Normandy with Williani the Conqueror; and some of m 
possess the spirit of our ancestors, the French. I do, for one. A pleasant spirit 
it is, Vive la bagatelle I . . . 

Bother heavy fiisking, and more authorities than Madame de 
S^vignd would raise an eyebrow, doubdess, at the young gentleman’s 
claim to esjprit The note of the Erskinc correspondence is fun of a 
rather vexatious kind. That itch for sdf-expression which had already 
inspired letters to Temple and verse for The Scots Magazine was 
increasing; not so Boswell’s judgment, which badly needed a Johnson 
to chasten and direct it He wrote a deal of trash at this time, notably 
a comic song in his own praise sung by himself at the Soapers’ Club, 
one of those nocturnal Edinburgh assemblies, already alluded to, where 
indefatigable Scots rollicking was essential. It is not worth quoting, 
though he was sufficiently proud of it to print it in an anthology 
called Poems by Scotch Gentlemen in 1762. 

What Lord Auchinlcck and his weighty, snuffy legal filends thought 
of such performances is not known. Such scribblings show Boswdl as 
a boozy kind of buffoon enough, yet he was never entirdy that. In his 
private papers there is the diary of a round of country-house visits he 
paid with Erskinc, called Journal of My Harvest Jaunty 1762, which 
shows him in a much mote attractive light: a rattle, perhaps, but not a 
down; a gay, polite, and welcome guest, with those oflF-moments of 
solemn ambitious reflection he indulges in all his life. Moreover he 
was moving at present in the most exdusivc Edinburgh circles and was 
a member of the Select Sodety, a dub of gentlemen where the native 
brogue was tabu. On the Queen’s Birthday he was seen, a festive but 
decorous figure, at the Holyrood Ball. *l exhibited my existence in a 
minuet’, he reports to Ersldne, *and as I was dressed in a full chocolate 
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suit iuid wore my most soleniu couiiteiiaiicc* I looked, as you used to 
tell me, lilcc the fifth act of a deep tragedy/ Gravity could not last long. 
A little later he published — with Dodslcy, of all people — ^liis silliest 
effort so far, a long, rambling, facetious poem called The Cub at 
NlL'»^«/rtrfef^revcaUaghow the fiist men of the Jockey Club had laughed 
at him in 1760. The Duke of York, to whom Boswell witli characteris- 
tic aplomb dedicated tliis piece of drivel, was graciously pleased to 
approve it. The Monthly Review dismissed it as ‘scarce intcUigiblc*. 

The Erskinc Correspondence came out in book-form in April, 1763, 
at three-and-sixpence, full calf, with Boswell's name on a title-page for 
the first time. ‘light and airy*, said, the Monthly Review kindly. ‘They 
ate pretty fellows in Literature, and must not be roughly handled/ 
The painstaking ftoth between these covers is typical early Boswell. 
A self-portrait in a letter of December 17, 1761, shows his best prentice 
or pre-Johnson manner; the Ode to Tragedy in question he had published 
anonymously, dedicated roguishly to himself, in that year, with some 
thirty other poems, all bad. 

The author of the Ode to Tragedy is a most excellent man; he is of an ancient 
fiunily in the West of Scotland, upon which he values himself not a litde. At 
his nativity there appeared omens of his future greatness; his parts are bright, 
and his education has been good; he has travelled in postdhaiscs miles widaout 
number; he is fond of seeing the world; ho cats of every good dish, especially 
applopic; he dxinks old Hock; he has a very fine temper; he is somewhat 
of a humorist, and a litde tinctured with pride ; he has a good, manly coimtcn- 
ance, and he owns himself to be amorous; he has ignite vivacity, yet is 
observed at rimes to have a melancholy cast; he Is radier Bit than lean, rather 
shore than tall, radicr young than old, his shoes arc ncady made, and he never 
wears spectacles. The length of his walking'^tick is not yet ascertained . . . 

There might have, been much more of this sdioolboy stuff to raise 
Edinburgh's eyebrows, but lo and look ye ! Who is this trim cavalier 
riding through Glasgow on November iSi 176a, dresssed in ‘cocked 
liat, brown wig, brown coat made in the Court fashion, red vest, 
corduroy amall-doihes, and long military boots*, with a servant on 
horsebadc behind him ? Who but James Boswell,, Esq., of Auchinleck, 
on hia way to the London coach, vrith a letter to the Duke of Queens- 
berry inhis pocket and hopes of that Guards commission, flaming high 
in his heart once more. How he had.got his father*s consent docs not 
appear m the xecojcds. Possibly AuchWeek had come to th.e reluctant 
conclusion that since James w<is, determined to make an exhibition of 
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himself, he might as well do it hi Loudon, where he was unknown, 
James had already whooped joyously to Erskine: 

My fondness for the Guards must appear very strange to you, who have a 
rooted antipathy at the glare of scarlet. But I must inform you that there is a 
city called London, for which I have as violent affection as the most romantic 
lover for his mistress . . . 

So here he was again among the gay lights and the painted ladies, 
occupying his friend Temple s chambers in. Farrar^s Buildings, Inner 
Temple Lane, during Templets residence at Trinity HaU, Cambridge, 
and pUmging feverishly anew into the metropolitan whirl. Notliing 
except an invitation or two ever came of that letter to Lord Qucciis- 
berry, who may, like Argylc, have had some private arrangement with 
Auchinleck about it, though ten minutes’ interview witli this curious 
candidate for a commission would have convinced the least sophisti- 
cated Guards colonel, I take it, that Mr. Boswell was hardly Heaven’s 
surprise-gift to the Brigade. Once again the set-hack docs not seem to 
have worried Boswell particularly. We may not uncharitably assume 
that he was to some extent repeating the amusement-programme he had 
gone through with Derrick, with Wilkes or one of his satellites for a 
companion. But this time he was determined to track down Johnson 
and annex him. Why he did not do so before March 1763 he explains, 
to some extent, in th&Life: ‘When I returned to London, at the end of 
1762, to my surprise and regret I foimd an irreconcilable difference had 
taken place between Johnson and Sheridan.’ 

It was Sheridan— old Mr. Thomas Sheridan— who had assured 
Boswell at Edinburgh in 176 1 that he should certainly meet ‘the Sage* 
at his, Sheridan’s, house in London in due course. Since then Sheridan 
had been given a Govemmeiit pension, Johnson rather meanly resented 
it, and a hasty, contemptuous remark parted diem for ever. Boswell’s 
second string, as we have noted already, was Thomas Davies, 
the ex-actor-bookseller of Covent Garden, with whom Johnson 
regularly drank tea, and to whom Derrick Imd providentially 
introduced Boswell before retiring to his new duties in Bath, To haunt 
Mr. Davies’s cosy back-parlour at intervals, therefore, was not only to 
rest a racking hangover and to roll a lacklustre but fascinated eye at 
Davies’s extremely pretty and alas, virtuous cx-actress wife, but to be 
ready at any moment to make, so to speak, the b’U. Tlicre were EJse 
alarms. Mrs. Davies set out the extra teacup for the Doctor in vain 
more than once, and her opinion on the plain, plump young Scot who 
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sat and sat, so frankly using her house for his own purposes and drinking 
her best Bohea at half a guinea a pound, might have been interesting, 
like her comments on Boswell’s statement in the Life that he was ‘more 
than once invited’ to do so. But whether his eagerness to meet Johnson 
was constant, as he says, or intermittent, as seems more likely, Boswell 
certainly was there when Johnson at last bethought him of a dish of 
tea at the Davieses’. 

That day, that memorable day, was Monday, May 16, 1763. 



chapter Three 

BIRTH OF A DISCIPLE 
1 

TO attempt to compete with James Boswell in describii^ that 
meeting with Johnson would be so absurd that anyone tracing his 
career is placed in a mild quandary. Which is better, to quote Boswell^s 
own words, which arc in die Life and in their context for anyone to 
read, or to summarise and pass on with an apologetic grimace towards 
die master’s work ? I seize gladly on an obvious way out of the first 
of these difficulties, at least, by quoting Murphy’s less wdl-known 
account of this celebrated occasion, at which he was present, though 
Boswell denies it body in a long footnote, 

Arthur Murphy, hhnself in due course to write a pleasing Essay on 
the Life and Genitis of Samuel Johtson, LL.D., was a young Irishman of 
talent whom Johnson Very much loved’, in Boswell’s words, and who 
might well have taken Boswell’s place. Wit, playwright, man of 
letters, ex-pupil of the Jesuits of St Omcr, many of whose teachings 
lie had gracefully discarded on coming to London, fidend of Mrs. 
Thrale, he lounges elegantly in the Johnsonian, background, one 
amused and quizzical eye, so to speak, on the ebullient BoswcU. His 
version of the meeting of May i6 wears a subtle grin. 

Upon another occasion this writer went with him [Johnson] into the shop of 
Davies, the bookseller, in Russell Street, Covent GardciL Davies came running 
to him almost out of breath with joy. 

’The Scots gendeman is come. Sir; his principal wish is to see you; he is now 
in the back-padour.* 

‘Well, well, ril see the gentleman*, said Johnson. 

He walked towards the room. Mr. Boswch was the person. This writer 
followed with no small curiosity. 

T find*, said Mr. Boswell, ‘that I am come to London at a bad time, when 
great popular prejudice has gone forth against us North Britons; but wboi I 
am talking to you I am talking to a large and liberal toind, and you know that 
I cannot help coming fiom Scotland.^ 

‘Sir*, said Johnson, ‘no more can the rest of your countrymen.’ 
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A neater vci'siou of Jolnisoii’s riposte, perliaps, tiian die official or 
Boswellian one. But nobody could give the rest of the scene with 
more candour or vividness than Boswell. Wc see him fidgeting on 
the edge of his chair as the great man sits and turns composedly to talk 
to Davies. We see the erect cars, die popping eyes as Boswell hangs on 
every word, moistening his Ups, swallowing, dying to cut into the 
conversation and distinguish liimself, like Mr. Kipps in the Imperial 
Grand. 

At last the longed-for, the fatal moment anives. Jolmson growls 
to Davies, ‘What do you think of Garrick ? He has refused me an 
order for the play for Miss Williams, because he knows diat the house 
will be full and that an order would be worth three shillings.’ 

This is surely Mr. Boswell’s cue. One can almost hear his shrill, 
excited pipe. 

‘Oh, Sir, I cannot think Mr. Garrick would grudge such a trifle to 
you!’ 

A fearful pause, and the lightning strikes from the cloud. 

‘Sir (said he with a stern look) I have known David Garrick longer 
tlian you have done ; and I know no right you have to talk to me on the 
subject,’ 

Hie finis rnpto^ one might think. Boswell himself admits that ‘had 
not my ardour been uncommonly strong, and my resolution un- 
commonly persevering’, he might have accepted defeat and never 
dared to encounter Jove again. Fortunately for us, he swallowed his 
mortification, stayed, recovered his nerve, managed to put out ‘an 
observation now and then, wliich he received very dvilly’, and retired 
from die presence bloody but unbowed, die kindly Davies assuring 
him that ‘I can see he likes you very well.’ 

A week elapsed before Boswell, having taken counsel of Davies, 
and fortified by the ‘witty sallies’ of Wilkes and his aonies, visited 
Johnson in his lair on the first floor of No. i Inner Temple Lane. He 
found the lion amenable and courteous, holding a levee. Boswell’s 
pen-picture is precious. 

It must be confessed that his apartment, and furniture, and morning dress 
were suffiedendy uncouth. His brown suit of doaths looked very rusty; he 
had. on a Iktle old shrivelled unpowdered wig, which was too small for his 
head; his shirfr-neck and knees of his breeches were loose; liis black worsted 
stockings ill drawn up; and he had a pair of unbuckled shoes by way of slippers. 
But all these slovenly particularities were forgotten tlie moment that he began 
to talk. 
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Admirable reporting, yet not so brilliant as Boswell’s description, 
earlier in the LifCi of the first impact of Johnson on Langton ; 

From perusing his writings, he (Langton) fended he should see a decent, 
wcU-drest, in short, a remarkably decorous philosopher. Instead of which, 
down from his bedchamber, about noon, came, os newly risen, a huge uncouth 
figure, with a little dark ^vig wliich scarcely covered liis head, and his clothes 
hanging loose about him. But his convenation was so rich, so animated, and 
so forcible (etc., etc.). 

Anyone who denies that Boswell was a consdous literary artist 
should roll the cadences beginning ‘Instead of which , . . ' roimd his 
tongue a few times. One can almost count the stairs creaking one by 
one under that huge deliberate foot, and fed the youthful, nervous 
visitor’s heart bumping as he eyes the door. 

The stance of May 24 settled everything. As Johnson’s other visitors 
rose to go Boswell rose too, was kindly prevented, resumed his scat, 
said the right thing this tune (‘It is benevolent to allow me to hear you’), 
received a mellow reply (‘Sir, I am obliged to any man who visits 
me*), and on rising finally to go was pressed*— actually pressed — ^to 
stay longer, which he did. And at length BosweU left Inner Temple 
Lane waUdng on air, having extracted a promise from the Sage to 
visit liim one day at his lodgings. 

On June 13 he called at Inner Temple Lane again, to make certain, 
and diis time aU doubt was removed. 

He again shook me by the hand at parting, and asked me why I did not come 
ofeener to him. Trusting I was now in his good graces, I answered that he had 
not given me much encouragement, and reminded him of the check I had 
received from him at our first interview. ‘Poh, poh !’ (said he, with a compla- 
cent smile) *ncvcr mind these things. Come to me as often as yon can, I shall 
be glad to see you.’ 

The Doctor, in modem idiom, was in the bag. He had even agreed 
to a tSte-k-t8te supper at the Mitre tavern in Fleet Street in the near 
future. It would be only natural for the new disdple to prepare himself 
for such an event by keeping striedy sober and leading a more decorous 
life. It is therefore no surprise to find Boswell C3jplaining gaily lhat 
being so occupied (‘shall I it ^ — or so dissipated*) by the amusements 
of London, he, did not sec Johnson again fpr nearly a fortnight, and 
then by pure accident, in an eating-house in the Butter Row, Strand, 
where now the Law Courts stand. 
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Bad news txavclled fast enough even in those days, when an express 
postchaise-joumey between London and Auchinleck took all but three 
days — '64 hours and a quarter’, Boswell once timed it. Six months 
after his son’s arrival in London Lord Auchinleck, who had undoubted- 
ly been informed by a well-wisher of the kind of life James was leading, 
took him firmly in hand. ‘I have had a long letter firom my father*, 
Boswell writes to Temple on July 15, ‘full of affection and good counsel. 
Honest man I He is now very happy*. 

The playboy had just agreed, after a threat to disinherit him if he 
did not, to the plan for his future his father had drawn up. The 
Guards mirage had finally faded. The Law had taken its place. Boswell 
was to leave London forthwith for Utrecht, with an allowance of 
^£240 a year, to sit under ‘an excellent Civilian in that University’ and 
to pursue his legal studies, and Lord Auchinleck, like other people, 
had taken James Boswell’s pledge for future good behaviour. ‘He 
insists on having my solemn promise*, continues the letter to Temple, 
‘that I will persist in the scheme on which he is so camesdy bent . . • 
I thi nk I may promise this much: that I shall from this time study 
propriety of conduct, and to be a man of knowledge and conduct, 
as fiir as I can.* 

There is some more about his eventually assuming the gown of the 
Faculty of Advocates and becoming a ‘gentleman of business with a 
view to my getting into Parliament.’ A career with not such an 
attractive costume as the Guards’, alas; yet a dashing young Counsellor 
Silvertongue in a modish wig and wdl-cut gown may draw admiring 
crowds, of women especially, and a Member of Parliament has, or 
had, a certain glamour and prestige, apart fi:om perquisites. BoswcU 
already saw himself, it is plain, in the bkck-and-gold of a Lord 
Chancdlor, and was happy again. 

Meanwhile the promis^ supper at the Mitre in Fleet Street had 
fenned his trepidant respect for Johnson into a hot glow of aficctioH 
and veneration. In the Lifi he remembers it with a thrill: 

We had a good supper, and port wine.., Ihc orthodox higlt<hurdisonii^ 
of the MtEKB— the %urc and manner of the edebrated Samubl Johnson,— 
the extiaordiriary power and predaion of his convenation, and the pride 
arising from finding myself adnutted as his companion, produced a variety 
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of sensations, and a pleasing elevation of mind beyond what I had ever before 
experienced. 

Impossible to recapture die Mitre atmosphere in modem LondorL It 
evaporated with the Mitre itself, on whose site Hoare’s Bank now 
stands. In a London tavern of this quality, we may reflect again, 
firelight and candle-light, sanded floor and red-curtained windows, 
mellow oaken furniture and panelling, white-aproned waiters and 
good fare blended in an aura of solid cheer which did not vanish 
completely, according to Disraeli, till the 1850*3. At the Mitre there 
was no haste, Boswell and Johnson got there at 9 p^m, and sat till 
between one and two in the morning, eating a leisurely supper, 
finishing a couple of bottles of port, stretching their legs and having 
their talk out, hkc dvihsed beings. Nearly five hours of pure rational 
pleasure. No modem London restaurateur would endure it, even if 
the police allowed him. 

Their talk drifted from literary matters to religion, the first of many 
discussions of its kind. Boswell admitted ‘a certain degree of infidelity’, 
as wcU he might, seeing his intimacy with Jack Wilkes and some of the 
Medmcnham gang, which he took care not to mention. He was 
perfectly sincere in his impulse towards religious truth. It was 
impossible to be in Johnson’s company and not to feel ( 3 hristianity 
towering over you like Gibraltar. As the big, homely, pockmarked 
face, every scar and pit and depression in it thrown into strong relief 
by the candle-flame, like a map of the Moon, twitched and grimaced 
and fi’owned and beamed and rumbled opposite him, Boswell pardon- 
ably revered the Doctor as an oradc and a saint. The talk veered to 
ghosts, to Goldsmith, to Mallet’s last play, to the estate of Auchinleck, 
and to Boswell’s forthcommg journey abroad, which, if extended to 
‘perambulate Spain’, Johnson suggested, to the young man’s dation, 
might make a hook. 

They met next on July rst, at the Mitre, Goldsmith supping with 
dicm. Boswell had apparently met Goldsmith some time before. He 
does not , say how or where; possibly, as we have cotgectored, with 
Derrick. His attitude toward the jealous Goldsmith is always slightly 
supercilious. Goldsmith’s childish but temporary triumph at this 
moment over Boswell as an ‘csotcrick’ dimple, , much deeper in 
Johnson’s intimacy and adm itted to drink tea late at night in Johnson’s 
house with old Mrs. , Wflliams, undoubtedly rankled a triSe. The 
contrast bctwceijL. Goldsmith’s homely fece and figure and the . gay 
clothes beloved was not unamusing^hke most of Goldsmith’s oddities; 
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Boswell, July recording a few of them, is never (*liary of recognising 
the genius of a man he never cared for. In I7<>3» at the age of 34, 
Goldsmith had not yet written his comedies and was not yet able to 
indulge his sartorial passion to any extent; the famous * bloom-colour *d’ 
coat, the blue velvet, the silver-grey tamboured waistcoat, the steel- 
hilted dress sword, inlaid with gold, and the other finery for which 
honest Mr. Filby of the Harrow, Water Lane, and other tradesmen 
were never to get their money, were still below the horizon. 

The night’s conversation is in the L(/e, what amount of it Boswell 
managed to remember. He apologises himself for the relative imper- 
fection of his early reporting. He has not yet become ‘strongly 
impregnated with the Johnsonian cether’ ; but tliis gift will come soon, 
is indeed coming already. On Wednesday, July 6, Johnson was to sup 
with him at his Downing Street lodgings, but as Boswdl had given 
his landlord notice for rudeness the night before, when he had had 
company, they supped at the Mitre instead with Goldsmith, Thomas 
Davies, an Irish feend of his, and a Scotch clergyman, Mr. Ogilvic. 
Johnson was in playful mood on the subject of retaliating on the 
uncivil landlord: 

Sir, you may quarter two Lifoguardsmen upon him; or you may send the 
greatest scoundrel you can find into your apartments ; or you may say that you 
want to make some experiments in natural philosophy, and may bum a large 
quantity of assaCcedda in his house. 

It is by no means tmlikcly that tibe ‘greatest scoundrel you can find’ 
had actually been among Boswell’s guests in Downing Street that 
night. His landlord’s version of an encounter with, say, Churchill ot 
lioyd, roaring drunk, on Boswell’s stakes would be interesting. 
We may mark meanwhile how Boswell is already able to capture and 
set down the typical Johnson remark, the kind no other man would 
utter. His harvest wifi rapidly increase in size and splcndotir. I do not 
propose to set myself, now or henccfordi* the task of choosing, amid 
such bewildering richness, typical Johnsonisms to quote in these pages. 
They are all, in thdr context, in the L//e, to which this book is but a 
signpost 

Let US skip a fiiw peevish Boswellian complaints, to Temple and 
others at this time, of moods of languor, melancholy, and mdiflference 
to all pursuits. Onjuly 20 he asked Johnson to dinnd: at his chambers 
to meet his unde, Dr. John Boswdl, *an degant scholar and physician*, 
and his admired friend GeOrge Dempster, M.P: for Forfiu:. Dempster’s 



mrB OF A PISCIPLE 


83 

vague aud rootless sccptidsm displeased Johnson extremely, and 
Boswell's impressionable mind swung over at once. On July aj ho 
writes to Lord Hailes: 

Bure nous of Dempster— Johnson had seen a pupil of Hume and Rousseau, 
totally unsettled as to principles. I had inJSnite satisfaction in hearing solid 
truth confuting vain subtlety ... I must own to you that I have for some time 
past been in a miserable unsettled way, and been connected with people of 
shallow parts, tho’ agreeably vivacious , , , I thank God I have got acquainted 
with Mr. Johnson. He has assisted me to obtain peace of mind. He has assisted 
me to become a rational Christian. I hope I shall ever remain so . ♦ , When I 
am abroad I shall studiously preserve my good principles . . , When I return 
from abroad I hope I may easily drop loose acquaintance. One mind can 
hardly support itsdf against many. But when we arc with good men, whose 
opinions agree with ours, we are the more firmly fixed. 

At last, we cry, the good has conquered. Two days later, informing 
Temple that he has received his letters of introduction to the Count of 
Nassau, Mynheer Gronovius, and other notabilities at Utrecht and 
Leyden, Boswell adds; 

Mr. Wilkes is gone to France ... 1 told him I was to be at Utrecht next 
winter; he said ’‘If you will write to me in George Street, I will send you 
the detail of this country*'; this was very obliging ... but I don’t know if 
it would be proper to keep up a correspondence with a gentdeman in his 
present capacity. It was a great honour to me, his offering it; I must be 
proud; advise me fully about it 

It might be easy to drop Churchill and Lloyd and Thornton and one or 
two more of Wilkes's satellites. It was not going to be so easy to drop 
the Devil Wilkes himself, as Boswell seems to be realising. John 
Wilkes, M.P,, was now making a noise in the world and was bathed 
in that dazzle of notoriety Boswell always craved and envied. Blistering 
attacks in The North Briton on Prime Minister Bute, and hardly-veiled 
insults to the Queen, his alleged paramour, had culminated (April 1763) 
in the famous Nfo. 45 of that journal, in which Wilkes describca 
references to Prussia in a recent King's Speech as *an infitmotis fiUacy*. 
The Government seized the opportunity they had been waiting for. 
Wilkes was arrested for seditious libel on a general warrant and sent 
to the Tower, to be released a week later, on appeal^ by the Lord Chief 
Justice. Having upheld the rights of the subject, made the Govermnfettt 
look blundcmg fools, and become ovemigh^ despite Hlmsctfi the 
hero of the mob (‘Wtlkcs and liberty f-^-thc vcrigOTil pci^ci^ pf his 
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enemy Hogarth fixes his grin for ever), Wilkes at once sued the 
Government for unlawful arrest.^ But the Government had anotlier 
card to play. A privately-printed copy of a poem by Wilkes called 
An Essay on Womm had come into their hands by bribery and was read 
aloud to a stupored House of Lords by Wilkes’s old playmate of the 
Hellfirc Club, Lord Sandwich. Apart from containing criminal 
libels on two prelates and a peer, the Essay is sufficiently described by 
tlic Lords’ resolution denouncing it: *a most scandalous, obscene, and 
impious libel, a gross profanation of many parts of the Holy Scriptures, 
and a most wicked and blasphemous attempt to ridicule and vilify die 
Person of our Most Blessed Saviour/® A prosecution was imminent, 
and this spelt ruin to Wilkes, who depended largely on the Noncon- 
forjmist vote. 

Having annihilated Twitcher’ Sandwich witli one of the 

most brilliant repartees in existence 

‘I am convinced, Mr. Wilkes, that you will die ddicr of a pox or 
on die gallows.’ 

‘That, my lord, depends on whether I embrace your mistress or 
your principles,* 

and having been wounded in a pistol-duel in Hyde Park with an 

M.P. named Martin, Wilkcjs retired to Paris to visit his beloved 
daughter Polly, whom he was educating there, to send the Speaker 
medical certificates to the effect that he was unable to travel to England 
owing to his injury, and to await his formal expulsion from the House, 
which the Government engineered by January 1764., and the ensuing 
sentence of outlawry, following his failure to return and stand his trial. 
Meanwhile he had been rctxtivcd with open arms as a martyr for 
liberty and Atheism by Baron d’Holbadi, an old acquaintance, 
Diderot, Helvetius, d’AlraLbert, and the v/hoh philosophc gang; and 
by the time his outlawry was declared in November, he was as great a 
pet, pro of the advanced Parisian drawing-rooms as Rousseau had 
be^ To cast off a public character like Wilkes, who, though at this 
moment under a cloud, had powerful friends and was obviously only 
biding his time, was not going to be so easy, or politic, as Boswell had 
secmi^ to anticipate., ; 

^ Four years later lie was awarded £ 4 fOoo damages, and the general warrant 
was dead. 

*, As a wodi. of 031^ thdEsstfy, which is dedicated to Fanny Murray, a well-known 
hariot, has no 'mccit whatsoever. . It is a parody of Popc'i Essay on,iid^ with 
fobtnotes alleged io be the Work ofBi^pWarhurton. 
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However, Wilkes was now across the Channel, and Johnson in 
London was able to exert his influence unchallenged; and Boswell 
clung to him desperately. He was with Johnson constantly all this 
month, and the indolent great man’s surprising offer to come down and 
sec his young friend off at Harwich filled his grateful cup. 

In the Life he has described a golden day together at Greenwich 
and the caisuing supper at the Turk’s Head tavern in the Strand, 
their intimate discussion of his future, Johnson’s ^animating blaze* of 
eloquence on that subject. Boswell was safe, happy and proud. Even 
a brief unfortunate moment at the same tavern on their final evening 
together a litdc later, when he roused Johnson’s quick temper by an 
indiscreet remark about Convocation, could not spoil his large content. 
On August 5 they took coach together, spent the night at Colchester, 
got to Harwich next day at about three, dined, said a prayer together in 
the parish church, and walked down to the beach, whac they ‘embraced 
and parted with tenderness*. When the Hclvoctsluys packet stood out 
to sea Boswell firom the deck could long descry his good angel in the . 
distance. 

1 kept my eyes upon him £:>r a considerable dme, while he remained rolling 
his majesdek frame in his usual manner; and at last I perceived him walk back 
into the tovra, and he disappeared. 

If only he could have felt like this always 1 



chapter Four 

GRAND TOUR 
1 

*Elcgnnt comme C^IadoHy 
Agile comm Scaramoticlie ... * 

ABSENTLY gazdug after a plump, youthful, cockcd-hattcd 
figure in flowered silk and a furred greatcoat tripping jauntily along 
the prim Oude and Nicuve Gracht of Utrecht on his way to a rout 
at the Countess of Nassau's one dear, cold, winter afternoon of 1763, 
I remind myself sympathetically, before following M. Boswell 
d’Auchinleck (such is the gendenaan's style on the Continent) round 
the comer, to allow this absurd Casanova of the streets and the servants' 
hall due credit for living a completely decent life for the next twdvc 
mondis. It undoubtedly meant a struggle. He was honestly determined 
to fiilfil all his promises to his father and to Johnson, ha his private 
papers there is a wonderful 'Inviolable Plan', drawn up by himself 
for this purpose, to be consulted every morning regularly at breakfast- 
time. The Plan, a monologue delivered to BoswcU by his Better Self, 
giving himself instructions and encouragement for proper living, 
might appear feintly comic to some; to me it stands for an effort 
strongly tinged with heroism. 

The more heroic, perhaps, because he at once found Utrecht intoler- 
ably dull A plaintive and desponding' cry to Johnson on this theme 
shordy after his arrival got no reply, for Johnson despised such 
complaints. But very soon afterwards Johnson wrote him a long, 
warm-hearted letter, his letters of introduction began to work, and he 
cheered up. Conscientiously sitting at the appointed hours under 
Mynheer Trotz, Professor of Civil Law, with whom we find Itim in 
due course vowing everlasting fidendship over 'a glass of cordial 
Malaga*, he began in his leisure to go into society.^ His noble kinsmen 
the Sommelsdycks at the Hague received him kindly. The Countess 

^ Trotz (CludsdaivHdxmcd^^ a German, lectured apparently in Ladn. "Whether 
BoswcU attended his public lectures is not clear. 

S6 
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of Nassau introduced hiin into fashionable circles, llierc were soon 
firequent routs and parties, full of ‘beautiful and amiable ladies’, with 
whom he began falling in love* At one of these assemblies he met 
Isabella, daughter of Count van Tuyll, the Zdidc — ^how evocative of 
a novel of the period by Voltaire or Cr^billon^h/— of his dreams for 
a long time to come. Zdide, something of a bluestocking, something 
of a jSirt, was gay, charming, and. completely virtuous. It was therefore 
necessary for M. Boswell d’Auchinledc to ask her hand in matrimony, 
but she greeted this suggestion with silvery laughter, evoking thereby 
a long and unsuccessful letter to the Count her father and a didactic 
Boswellian sequence imploring her to be rational and less fond of 
pleasure- ‘Believe me*, writes Zclide’s aspirant, ‘God does not intend 
that ,we should have much pleasure in thh world . , . My notions of 
God’s benevolence are grand and. extensive. I puzde myself not with 
texts here and texts there ... I worship my Creator and I fear no evil . . . 
Play make a firm resolution never to think of metaphysicks.’ The tone 
is moral but not severe, like that of a letter recently advising Temple on 
his (Temple’s) younger brother’s future, ‘I am glad he goes down to 
Cambrid^. His going thither removes him fiom the dissipation and 
vice which idleness is apt to drive a young man to, in a metropolis.* 
The boon-companion of Wilkes enjoys giving advice, now and at all 
times. 

Meanwhile, amid all the gendc dissipation of Dutch routs and parties 
and the ddidous agony of being in love with a fiivol like Zdidc, 
Boswell is filling his notebooks under Mynheer Trotz and behaving 
perfectly. But the old restlessness conquers before the year is out. 
Utrecht is stagnation. Utrecht is death. He must travel and see the 
world* In July 1764 we find him, in his flowered tilk suit, at Berlin, 
having travdl^ there with the curious old ex-Jaxx)bitc, George, Earl 
Maiischal, that aony of Frederick the Great’s who liked to Hve in 
Prussia, and his Ttddsh mistress. 

From the hideous little Prussian capital among its sandy wastes 
BoswcU wrote to his father explaining the urgent necessity of extending 
his travds. This letter he showed to the British Minister in Berlin, 
Sir Andrew Mitchell, an old fidend of Auchinledc’s, who apparently 
approvbd, and gave him some introductions meanwhile; and Boswdl, 
having mixed a litdc in Bcriin society and viewed, with deep reverence, 
Frederick the Great inspecting his grenadiers on the Potsdam patade-* 
ground, proceeded to visit the sights of Hanover and Brunswick while 
awaiting his fethcr’s reply. On returning tb Bcriin in August he, found 
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Mitchell away iii Spa. A diplomatic letter £com Boswell to the 
Minister on August 28th shows that die reply from Aiichinleck was 
no sugar-plum, and that another from, his father had just followed it. 

... He coutinues of opinion that travelling is of very little use and may do 
a great deal of harm ... I esteem and love my fithcr, and I am determined 
to do what is in my power to make him easy and happy; but you will allow 
that I may endeavour to make liiin happy and at the same dmc not to be too 
hard on myself. 

After an envious reference to his fadicr’s strength of character, he 
reveals to the Minister diat he liiuisclf has a melancholy disposition, 
and is apt to escape from *dic gloom of dark speculation’ into amuse- 
ment, perhaps into folly. His intciition then begins to emerge. 

My fiither seems much against my going to Italy, but gives me leave to go 
firom there [Utrecht, where the judge had directed him back] and pass some 
months in Paris. 

If his Excellency raised no astonished eyebrow at this, he must liavc 
been a dour and non-cotmnittal Scot indeed. Guid save and keep us — 
Italy ! This loon, this feadierbrain expects his longsuffcring father to 
allow him to rampage round Italy, tliat hotbed of vice and Popery I 
Round Rome itself, maybe, — ^thc Lair of the Beast* as old Allan 
Ramsay called it ? Yes, here it is, egad, in black and white. 

I own that die words of the Aposdc Paul, ‘I must see Rome’, arc strongly 
borne in on my mind ... I am no libertine, and have a moral certainty of 
suffering no harm in Italy; I can also assure you that I sliall be as moderate as 
possible in my expenses. 

, Boswell ends by begging his Excellency, as a fiicud of the family* 
to write and convince his hthtr that to ask for ‘my year and a reason- 
able sum’ is not outrageous. His intention, he adds, is to go on from 
Berlin to Mannheim, and thence to Geneva, ‘the point from which I 
may steer cither to Italy or Prance. I shall see Voltaire; I shall also sec 
Switzerland, and Rousseau.* 

The Minister’s chilling advice from Spa in reply to this rigmarole 
was .to obey, his frithcr’s wishes. But it was Auchiuleck who, sur- 
prisingljr.'gave way apostortwolater. Despairs Helplessness e Grim 
rc5signation2 He gave his growling and reluctant consent, at any rate, 
enabling Boswell to write kindly to the Minister: ‘I forgive you • . . 
for I say just the same to young people when I advise.’ 

^ -So hey for tihe road. 



89 


2 

Light-hearted and umclfconsdous as a Viennese operetta is the 
journal of BoswcU*s tour, with credentials from Marischal, of some 
half-dozen of the little lumpish North German courts. They charmed 
M. Boswell d’Auchinleck in their overgilt baroque and he patronised 
them in high good humour, Brunswick and Etoover, Dresden and 
Saxe-Grotha, Mannheim and Baden-Durlach, chatting in schoolboy 
French and worse German with Serene Highnesses and Transparaicics 
and Excellencies, high chamberlains, diplomats, ecclesiastics and soldiers 
and thoroughly enjoying himself. He was diverted by the absurd 
pomp and wooden-soldier formalism of these rustic Versailles, and he 
was especially charmed with Badcn-Durlach, where he struck up a 
feiendship with the Margrave and his Margravine, who had pretensions 
to culture, corresponded with them for a time, and all but got himself 
decorated with a star and ribbon, (‘Lc Chevalier Bostvell * — ^how del%ht- 
ful that would have sounded !) 

At Wittenberg he wrote to Johnson from the tomb of the mild 
Mdanchthon, but on second thoughts kept? his letter in cold*-storage a 
dozen years, fearing it might seem ‘superstitious and romantick*. 
During his progress he broke, his vow of chastity, inevitably but 
economically. Towards the end of December 1764 he is in Ncuchitd, 
composing with great care a self-introductory letter to Jean-Jacques 
Rousseatx. He had one in his pocket already from Marischal, who had 
been Governor of NeuchStd. and was Rousseau s friend; but he needed 
something more striking* 

Rousseau was at this moment an invalid, living at Motiers in the 
Val de Travers, sifctecn miles from NctuMtcL The extraordihary — 
‘besotted^ is perhaps the word— infrituation of the , highest French 
nohiMty for the ex-ladccy who chiefly brought.about their downfrll, 
the extraordinary adulation showered on this brilliant paranoiac by 
admirers' of the rank of the Prince de Lignc, the Prince de .Conti, and 
Mmc. de Luxembourg was still unabated, and was- indeed to endure 
long after his death, when Marie-Antoinette and many of the Blood- 
Royal of France were among the trippers to th6 tomb at EnnenonviEc. 
Rousseau s persccution-mauia had not yet developed. 

Boswell’s letter was in French, and typical.- Extracts;. 



THE HOODED HAWK 


90 

I am au aiicicnL Scots gentleman. You know my rank. I .im twenty-four 
years old. You know my age. I present myself, Sir, as a man of singular merit, 
a m-in with a feeling heart, a spirit keen yet melancholy ... Oh dear Saint- 
Freux 1 Enlightened Mentor I Eloquent and amiable Rousseau I My pre- 
sentiment tells me a fiiendship of the noblest hind will be bom to-day. I find 
myself in serious and delicate circumstances, upon which I ardently desire the 
adviceof the Author of 21(1 No«ve//eH(//orj‘el . . . Have confidoicc in your 
singular visitor. You will not repent it . . . I await your reply with impatience. 
— ^POSWBIX.’ 

The sombre and suspicious Genevese fell for this, as we say nowadays, 
at once. A message reached Boswell’s inn saying M. Rousseau wodd 
receive him, though he begged that the visit might be brief as he was 
not well. Arraying himself in gold-laced scarlet coat and waistcoat and 
buckskin breeches, with a gold-laced hat and a greatcoat of green 
camlet trimmed with fur, M. Boswell d’Auchinleck accordiagly 
presented himself at Metiers on December 3, and was admitted into 
the presence by the watchful Thdrftsc Lcvasscur, the great man’s 
mistress, housekeeper, and bodyguard. 

The interviews between these two unbalanced characters — ^Boswell 
managed to get past the Levasseur three times in the first week, and 
twice in the week following, each time, save once, for a very brief 
stay— are one of the chief ddights of the Private Papers. Rousseau, a 
‘dark, genteel man’ with soulful dark eyes, wore the Armenian dress 
and nightcap he so oddly afheted and spoke 'rapidly and forcibly’. 
Behind him, for Boswell had probably taken die precaution of looking 
up La Nouvelk Hilotse again, thou^ he does not say so, loomed the 
shadowy figures of Julie and St Preux swooning in the Alpine moon- 
light at Mdllcric, with virtuous peasants in tears all round, and behind 
them, perhaps, the Noble Savage, ten feet high and beaming a fiatemal 
message of love to all mankind. Rousseau succumbed to the Boswell 
spell instandy. They talked of parenthood, virtue, feudalism, Corsica, 
women, cats, dogs, democracy, the Simple Li&, education, and a dozen 
more things. Rousseau was charming and unaffected, dxough (he 
explained) disgusted at that period with all mankitid - As Bosw^ rose 
to go his host rexnarked again that he vTas unwell, but he could give 
M. Boswell a quartet ofan hour the nect afternoon. On his final visit, 
by which time he had clapped Rnusseau on the shoulder at least once, 
Boswell was out in the kkehea before long, helping Mile Lmsseur 
to prepare the frugal meal to which, he h^ invited hinasdf. After 
supper Rousseau unbent deli^itfully, sang to his bdoved dog and cat 
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in a sweet voice, and made them do their tricks together. At their 
parting he embraced M. Boswell and kissed him, saying he had much 
enjoyed his ‘simple malice*. Boswell had unbosomed himself to the 
Philosopher without stint, and had given him a sketch of his life and a 
packet of Zelide’s letters, begging for a critical estimate of her character. 
And of course he had led (he talk to religion, gendy but firmly com- 
pelling the Vicaire Savoyttrd to bare his soul. O nights and feasts of the 
godsl It was delightfil It was ecstatic. It was an orgy of sensibility, 
and Boswell reeled away from the Philosopher’s door, with the 
Philosopher’s kisses on his cheek, in a trance of happiness; a fnend — 
an unbosom fidend would be more accurate — of the Cynosure of 
Europe. 

The prickly, sickly Rousseau’s reception of the bubblii^ young 
Scot was undoubtedly extraordinary. One key to his amiability is 
the possibility that he assumed Boswell to be a Highlander, 
a native of the mountains, firom which, as every student of 
the Rousseau gospel is aware, derive (he moral virtues. A little later 
he would be seemg in Boswell one of the persecutors with whom the 
entire world was crawling, but now he seems to have been as helpless 
and friendly as a kitten. And perhaps he recognised and warmed to a 
brother-madman. 

With Rousseau’s scalp in the bag, Boswell turned at once on an 
even more distinguished prey. By Christmas Eve he was in Geneva, 
preparing to call on Voltaire. 

In 1765 the Patriarch of Pemtjy, the Emperor of French Literature, 
Frederick of Prussia’s ‘weasel’, the god of every espr/f/orf in Europe and 
America, was in his seventy-second year; ill, emaciated, almost tooth- 
less, and strongly resembling a long-nosed, dried-up monkey, but 
mentally as vigorous and combative as ever, and darting (he same 
femn ns moddng fire from those dancin g, piercing, prctcrnaturally 
brilliant black eryes. On his considerable estate four miles fi;om Geneva, 
and on French soil, Voltaire lived in some style with several footmen 
and a niw-housdbepcr, Mme D^, receiving distinguished visitors 
firom everywhere, pouring out a vast corxeqiondence and a stream of 
pamphlets, poems, and squibs, add still denying rig^t and left that he 
had been cxM.’- He was still an ardent bcHever in Progi^ feom 
which illusion all his irony could not save him, and he was still talking 
and writing a good deal about Liberty, (hough he had perforce long 

* B.g. a furibus letter to (lie LoiiJon Chmiidt In vj6it attacking Lord Lyitleton 
for asMiting tills. 
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since abandoned that notable pastime of working tQ have people he 
disliked thrown into prison on a lettre de cachet, from critics like 
Frfron down to a one-time Parisian landlady whom he actually 
denounced to the police for blasphemy. This comic Voltairian trait, 
worthy of some ignoble (or Catholic) character in Catidide, is illus- 
trated in the well-known selection from the Archives of the Bastille 
published by Ravaisson, containing several shrill applications from the 
Apostle of Liberty to the lieutenant of Police. The spinsterly venom 
with which the great man demands, for example, die tracking-down 
and punishment of some half-starved hack who had printed a bad 
poem under his, Voltaire’s, name in 1744 is most diverting. His 
admirers dilate quite righdy on Voltaire’s activities, still continuing 
in 1765, in the Galas affair and other fights for justice. The evidence 
of the Bastille archives should likewise not be overlooked, I think, by 
lovers of realism and ironic comedy. Il avail rdellemciif, rcmarla 
Funck-Brentano, m gink de poUcier. 

There exists, alas, no verbatim account of the Femey interviews in 
Boswell’s papers. He wrote one, very carefully, but it has vanished. 
Fortunately he poured out his triumph in a long, hurraying letter to 
Temple, in which all the salient features are included. Arriving at 
Geneva on Monday, December 24, he assumed his ceremonial attire 
and called the same afternoon at Femoy, to find a small intimate 
house-party assembled, one of the guests being the Chevalier de 
Boufflets, whose painting and vers de sociiti were so admired. A more 
remarkable guest was the venerable Jesuit, P&re Adan, Voltaire’s 
fiivourite chess-partner, who was greatly esteemed by him, said Mass 
for him, and tvas never without hopes of seeing this eminent prodigal 
return to the Fold. 

Boswell fijiind Voltaire in a nightgown covered by a blue fiieze 
greatcoat, aowned with his usual nightcap. His reception was polite, 
but not enthusiastic. Humped in a chair, his gimlet eyes on his visitor, 
Voltaire seems not to have friUen at once, like Rousseau, imdet the 
spdl, and his fixed grin (‘Monsieur, you see a dying man’) masked 
obvious boredom. Boswell took a rather aestfallen leave before long, 
and on returning to his hotel in Geneva — the dty gates closed at 
fivep.m. — ihou^t long and hard. He was not yet beaten. Next day 
he concocted a rattling letter in his best French and in his best Erskine 
vein, beggiug gaily to be allowed the honour of a night under Voltaire’s 
sacred roof, and d^atthied it to the aU-powetfiilMme Denis. Voltaire 
read this efrusion and grinned. Here, evidently, was an original. To 
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Air. Boswell’s inn, on the 27th, came the reply in Voltaire’s own hanc!, 
inviting him to dine and stay. 

Hastening accordingly to Femey, flushed and excited, Boswell was 
left alone in the drawic^-room for a time to talk to his host while 
the company went to dinner. Here follows the grand scene, outlined 
to Temple, which must have read verbatim quite exquisitely, finding 
the old gentteman in high spirits, full of wit and humour, singing 
scraps of English ballads, swearing in English like a fishwife, now 
lavishly praising the British Coaastitution, now flying oif into extrava- 
gant sallies of fun and nonsense, Boswell was emboldened, as one 
might have guessed, to steer him before long on to his favourite topic. 
Fantastic comedy ensued, for Voltaire was at the top of bis mischievous 
mood and asked nothing better. Ringing for a Bible, he had it placed 
between him and his young guest, open, Hammer-and-tongs they 
went at it then, the desiccated old mummy with the dancing, fiery, 
black eyes and the snapping, bony fingers and the shrill, derisive cackle, 
the plump, heated young Scot sweating and orating a few inches away. 
For a time it seemed as if Boswell were saving Christiaoity for the 
world; then the diabolic old gentleman snatched it from him and 
began ripping it to pieces and tlirowing it avs^y. Louder and louder 
grew the conflict. Voltaire screeched like a parrot and danced in fury. 
Boswell mopped his brow and stuck to him doggedly. All at once the 
old gendeman collapsed backwards in his chair witli closed eyes. 
Dead? Swooning? Playing ’possum? Boswell watched him anxiously. 
At length Voltaire came to the surftce. The Scot was ready for . him,. 

'Well, Sir, as to personal immortality ' 

No. No more monkey-tricks fi:om Voltaire. The old gentleman 
had had enough. This terrible Scot, this' original^ was too much for him. 
Utterly ahatta*^, he admitted under final pressure the existence of a 
Supreme Being. Owi, ouL Also a need, to resemble the Author of 
Goodness? Otti, cuL C^est fa. And the immortality of the Soul? 
Peut^Stre. Peut^tre. 

Mi. Boswell rose with glittering eyes and was taken into the dining- 
room. Next day Voltaire was too ill and exhausted to appear in the 
drawing-room bdEbrc dinner. The evening passed quietly en Jamillet 
and on retiring to his luxurious room Boswell sent a footman for a 
copy of one of his host* s best plays, Mahomet, and read it through before* 
going to bed. On the day following they had only half an bourns 
innocuous talk, Voltaire being , still indispo^ With cordial , and 
flattering thanks Boswell took his leave soon afterwards/ W6 may 
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surmise the old gendeman heaved a sigh of gratitude to the Supreme 
Being de safa^on as he heard his guest’s chaise tumble away down the 
road to Greneva and rang for the sedative chessboard. Yet he too had 
been fascinated, Colond Isham reproduces in photostat a playful note, 
in Voltaire’s neat, beautiful handwriting and in English, addressed to 
Boswell from Femey about a fortnight after his departure, rallying 
his obsession widi ‘that pretty thing call’d Soul., I do protest you, I 
know nothing about it . , 

By this time Boswell had crossed the Alps. 


3 

We who enter Italy by train, Uke fools or fish, we who arc shot 
ignominiously into Lombardy through a long hole in the moimtains, 
what do we know of the delights of travel as the Eighteenth Ccaitury 
knew itj 

Everybody is familiar with Horace Walpole’s shuddering account of 
aossing the Alps in the normal way with Gray in the winter of 1739. 
It is worth quoting again, perhaps, for wliat it leaves out. 

At the foot of Mont Cenis wc were obliged to quit our chaise, which was 
takea all to piecs and loaded on mules ; and we were carried in low arm-chain 
on poles . . . When we came to the top, behold the snows Men I and such 
quantities, and conducted by such heavy clouds that hung gloudng, that I 
diought wc could never have waded through them. , The descent is two 

leagues, but steep and rough as O 's father’s face . . . But the dexterity 

and nimhleness of the mountaineers arc inconceivable; they run with you dovm 
steeps and fiozen precipices where no man, as men are now, could pmsibly 
walk. We had twdive men and nine mules to carry us, our servants, and 
baggage, and were above five hours in this agreeable Jaunt I 

Boswell, who did not ctoss in such pomp, is therefeure less to be 
excused than the/ti/ettx and old-maidish Walpole for telling us nothing 
about the portent, the wonder which greets every tcavdler from ^ 
north about halfway down the south^ descent; that ghost of the 
suggestion of an adumbration of a soft, warm, gracious, fiiutly- 
pexfumed bteeze just stirring the icy mist and stealing tipt^ and 
touching hh cheek and vani&biing again in a whisper— Ba/nt/ Hie 
first Ausoniain.Zephyr, the first message fi:om the olive-groves and 
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the sunlight idles below, the first greeting from the radiant Mother of 
fruits and men. No railway traveller can hope for it. Nor does Boswell 
mention it. Perhaps he was feeling too nervous at the time to notice 
Italy’s welcome. Reluctandy quitting his diaise, he crossed the Mont 
Cenis in the same kind of low arm-chair on pol^’ as Horace Walpole, 
but with no retinue. I am informed by my fidend Mr. Arnold Lunn, 
from whom no Alpine seaets past or present are that this 

Alps-Machinc, as Boswell calls it, was the customary chfdse ^ porteurs 
of the period, consisting of two long, strong, parallel poles, braced, 
with twisted cords stretched tighdy across them, an armchair-seat, 
and a foot-rest. Six brawny peasants carried Boswell over the pass in 
this contrivance. The snow was some six foot deep in places, and the 
scenery was ‘horribly grand’. On reaching the first hamlet of the 
plain Boswell heard Mass and dined with the priest, who reminded 
him somewhat of Dr. Johnson, except in conversation. 

Romantic as he is, one could hardly expect to find Boswell surveying 
the Italy of 1765 through the eyes of one to whom a ^impse of 

... the Venetian lady 

Who had seemed to glide to some intrigue in her red shoes, 

Her domino, her pannicred skirt copied ftom T. rmghi t 

would be dcUdously evocativo of a flagrant, faded dream-world, 
of the crystal melodics of Scarlatti and Cimarosa, the comedies of 
Goldoni, the ballet of The Good-Humoured Ladies. Red heels, dominos, 
and panniets spelt nothing nostalgic to him, naturally, and Browning’s 
line on Galuppi, with its perpetual tiny thrill to a modem ear: 

While you sate and played toccatas stately at the clavichord . . . . 

would convey no magic. Galuppi, who succeeded Handel as musio- 
director at Covent Garden in the 1740’s, would himsdf have shrugged 
gratified hut puzalcd shoulders at any such suggestion, heiog unable 
to conceive of a future age in which his own amiable music and daily 
costume would symbolise graces lost for ever. 

So Boswdl came down to the plains of Lombardy and. to Turin, 
where he put up at the sign of the Bonne Femme and, a night later at the 
Opera, caught sight of Wilkes in n tox. To see a men ‘whom I Iwye 
so often thought of since I left England* gave him a ‘romanitiji 
agitation’. Wilkes had left Paris towards the end of Octob^, ^4, 

’ Yeats, 0/1 a D^ng Lady. • ■ ' 
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for Boulogne, to meet his old henchman Charles Churchill, who, 
with one or two other friends, had come to cheer him with promises 
of ftnanrial support and somc ‘obliging messages’ from Lord Temple. 
Within one riotous week Churchill caught typhus. A few days later 
he ended his lewd and bclHcose life in Wilkes’s arms, at the age of 33. 
Deeply grieved, and deeply in debt, Wilkes resolved to follow his 
current mistress over the Alps and to economise, if possible, in Italy 
for a space. He had been keeping her for some time, very expensively, 
in a house in the Rue Neuve-des-Bons-Enfants, near the Palais-Royal; 
she was a tempestuous, extravagant, fascinating neurotic, an ex-dancer 
at the Venice Opera, named Gertrude Corradini. Joining her at 
Bologna, Wilkes drifted with her in due course to Milan and Florence, 
where he met Thrale, Johnson’s &iend, and Lord Beauchamp, and was 
well entertained. In Carnival Week, 1765, he and the Corradini were 
in Rome, where Wilkes made the acquaintance of Johann-Joachim 
Winckelmann, the Pompeian archaeologist, aesthete, Hellenist, and 
future idol of Goethe. His present stay in Turin was to be brief, for 
the Corradini had taken a villa at Vomero, just outside Naples, where 
Wilkes and she were to live in idyllic seclusion with her mother and 
uncle. 

Wilkes in Turin ! Here was a delightful surprise for Boswell, who 
was longing to pour into a discerning ear his late triumphs at Motiers 
and Femey. He dashed off a note next morning inviting his gay ftiend 
to ‘a feast of most excellent wine and choice conversation’. Wilkes, 
excusing himself, informed him of Churchill’s recent death. There is 
no reason for believing diis melancholy to be assumed or exaggerated. 
Wilkes had been extremely fond of Churchill; they had collaborated 
at Mcdmenham and on T?te North Britoff, and enjoyed many other 
pleasures in common. Wilkes, moreover, esteemed Churchill’s verse 
highly, and w^ at this moment contemplating a collected edition, 
ap^ from honouring the dead poet’s memory with an antique 
porphyry um, engraved with an epitaph in ‘the dose style of the 
Ancients’, which had been presented to him by Windkehnann.^ 
Despite all this, a flippant return-note from Boswell about Churchill’s 
having ‘bounced into the regions bdow’ did not offend. Wilkes was 
staying only thre6 days mote in Turin, but they met before he left, 
as Boswell records in that demure memoir of his own life he composed 
years ktet for The European Magazine. 

‘ WiUcw placed this um years later in the garden of his villa at Sandbwn, 
Me of Wight, on a honiow pedestal holding botdes of port. 
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Nor was it a circumstance of small moment that he met at Turin, Rome, 
and Naples, the celebrated John Wilkes, Esq., with whom he had always 
maintained an acquaintance upon the most liberal terras, and with whom he 
enjoyed many classical scenes with peculiar relish.^ 

Which must have afforded Wilkes a chuckle in his retirement, 
remembering some of the classical scenes he and his young jfriend 
undoubtedly enjoyed in Italy together; particularly, I surmise, those 
to be viewed ‘behind the shutter* in Naples, a seaport with a long 
tradition. Not tliat Boswell indulged himself exclusively in such 
amusements. He had, even so early, the gift of making interesting and 
vital acquaintance. After Wilkes’s departure fiom Train, for example, 
he had met John Turberville Needham, Fellow of the Royal Society 
and friend of Buffbn, whose name, like that of bis fellow-sdentist, 
the electrician Gordon, does not appear in modem scdcatific works, 
since he vras a priest, but who turned out nevertheless to be a fount of 
good talk. During one of those long discussions on religion which 
Boswell always loved, a remark by Needham to the effect that the 
Catholic religion as a general system is as capable of proof as the 
Newtonian philosophy impressed him greatly. Having noted it later 
in his diary, he fdt, I am certain, that this must be looked into 
immediately. Meanwhile that pair of trim ankles and flashing eyes 
across the street might be worth following. 

But from this standpoint, judging by his Italian diary, which breaks 
offatjanuary 30, he was the victim offllusion. The Italian ladies laughed 
at and dismissed him, and his only successes, as usual, were the easiest,, 
whose embraces so often filled h i m with ensuing terror. And before 
long his moods of languor and d^ression, increased by pitiless blue 
dries, increased. Then the company of Wilkes at supper would be a 
boon, and Boswell’s brooding wotild vanish in gales of laughter and 
mi^ty potations. 

If Wii^ was in form at Naples, where he and Boswell apparently 
climbed Vesuvius,' it is not dtflScult to surmise that Rome inspired his 
gayest verve. The Capital of Christendom, swarming with priests, 
monks, missionaries, nuns, seminarists, and pilgrims of aU nations, 
with the enormous target of the Vatican loommg behind, would 
inspire an infinity of dirty pleasantries; for apart from the slighdy 
irritated amusement the intelligentsia normally finds in contemplatnig 

^ The briefi fragmentary foreign diary of Wilkes, in tiie Britiaji Museum, 
does riot mention Boswell, being concerned witli the Corradini affait ajipbst 
exdnslrely. 
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the Catholic Church, the advanced thought of the Eighteenth Century 
was well aware that the thing was ‘quite exploded’, as Horace Walpole 
said, and due to vanish for ever in tlie imminent Great Rosy Dawn of 
universal cnlightemncnt amiounccd by Voltaire and the prophets, 
Arctino rciiicaniate in wig and ruffles, Mr. Wilkes must have seemed, 
laughing at the English Coffee-House. Young Mr. Boswell in convul- 
sions of mirth. Even the imcomprehending waiters grinning at the 
merry mad Inglese. One of the chief preoccupations of Clement 
Xni's pontificate, which may have been engaging him even now in 
his Vatican study, was the common gossip of the Roman coffee- 
houses and would be naturally meat and drink to Mr. Wilkes. The 
principal politicians of Europe— always the poHtidans, Disraeli remarks 
in Endymion, never the people — ^were passing through one of their 
recurring phases of jesuitophobia and were urging the Holy Sec to 
suppress the Society altogether. A fruitful topic for Wilkesian satire; 
nor did he fail to smke answering sparks from his companion, as 
Boswell later boasted 

When Wilkes and I sat together, each glass of wine produced a flash of wit, 
like gunpowder thrown into the fire — ^Puffl puff! 

I grieve to think they missed an ideal third, for the purposes of 
Boswell’s journal, by just four years. In 1769 young Prandsco Goya 
arrived in !Ronic from Madrid with pencils and portfolio and proceeded 
almost immediately for a wager to dimb the facade of St. Peter’s to 
the lantern of the Dome; a hair-raising feat which niudi diverted the 
Romans, yet not so spectacular or amusing, in a Wilkesian sense, 
as Goya’s later attempt to break, with sketchbook and at midnight, 
into a convent of enclosed nuns, for which act of sacrilege he escaped 
a death-sentence only by the activity of the Spanish Ambassador. 
Wilkes and Boswell would have enjoyed the pranks of the headstrong 
Aragonese. They do not seem to have encountered anyone interesting 
at the English CofieorHousc. Barry and NoUekens, both future Royal 
Acadanidans and botii fentastics in their way, were frequenting it 
about this time; but Barry was a moody and unpleasant type — one 
practical joke he is said to have pkyed on Nollckcns in Rome has a 
sadistic tinge which might have amused Wflkes^*— and the misedy 

^ NoHdccns used to tell the story. One night, leaving the Englidi Coffee- 
House, Baxzy exchanged his goldrla^d hat for Nolldcens’s plain and shabby one. 
Next morning, when Barry returned die bat and dcmsindal his own, Kofldeens 
asked for an e3q>Iamtion. ‘Why, to tell you the truth* my dear Joey, I fully 
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NoUekens was preoccupied exclusively with botching and fakmg 
antiques for the London market 

In due cotirse Boswell became bored and resdess again. In May 1765 
he wrote from Rome to Rousseau, reminding him of a promised 
letter of introduction to Pasquale Paoli, the Corsican general who 
was winning the admiration of all Europe by his attempt to free 
Corsica from the Genoese yoke; adding that he, Boswell, was deter- 
mined to go to Corsica in any event Soon after this, and most likely 
at the English Coffee-House (since no British visitor to Rome over 
two centuries trusted any other) twcnty-one-year-old Lord Mount- 
stuart, Bute’s eldest son, who was making the Grand Tour, met and 
took such a frncy to Wilkes’s vivadous young friend that afrer loafing 
with Boswell in Rome for a time Mountstuart took liim on a tour of 
Vcnctia and Tuscany, 

A vagabondage in such company was an agreeable diversion, 
nerving BoswcU to ignore a sequence of letters from Auchinlcck 
ordering him home. Daring this time he ran, with or without 
Mountstuart, constantly after women, at Venice, Mantua, and else- 
where, with his usual qualified success ; and it is plain that he periodically 
sickened of his stupid existence and longed for the company of Johnson, 
to whom he had written once or twice without getting a reply. He 
reveals this longing at the end of a jaunty letter from Venice to his 
other mentor. 

O John 'Wilkes, thou gay, learned, and ingenious private gentleman, thou 
ihoughdess infidel, good without prindplc and wicked without malevolence, 
ht Jenson teach ihec the road to rational virtue and noble fdidity ! 

Wilkes must have grinned, tossing this predous effusion aside. 
He was himself about to leave Italy, or pefbaps had already gone. 
The manage at .Naples had broken up in the June of that summer. 
During Wilkes’s absence on a visit at Ischia the Corradini, whose 
relations were urging her to press for a settlement of ^2,000, quitted 
the villa for Bologna, taking widi her a litde portable property and 
leaving an invitation to Wilkes to follow. But her lover, sacrificing 
passion to public spirit— the Whigs were in power again— took ship 
in due course to Toulon, paid a visit to the Grande Chartreuse, where 
his effusively poHtc inscription in the visitors’ book may still, I believe, 

expected assassiiution last night, and I was to have been known by my laccd hat* 
It seems an improbable story, for NoUckens remained Barry’s lifelong fiietid, 
but Barry was notorious for his irritating habits. , . 
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be inspected in tlie archives of that great monastery, and went on to 
visit the ‘divine old man* at Femcy. Arriving in Paris at length on 
October 4, Wilkes annonneed that he was shordy going as British 
Minister to Constantinople; but two days later, according to Horace 
Walpole, who was also in Paris, visiting his ‘blind old fairy*, Mme 
du Dcffand, he changed his tunc and talked of returning to England 
for good, ‘if he can make his peace This project also fell through, 
for the time being. 

Rousseau’s reply, enclosing the letter of introduction Boswell had 
asked for, reached him at length at Florence. After some ineffective 
dalliance with ‘an angelick charmer’ at Siena, Boswell arrived at 
Leghorn, the port for Corsica, at the begimiing of October, Lord 
Mountstuart’s parting gift to him 'was a copy of the English Bible, 


4 

Why The Journal of a Tour to Corsica, & Memoirs of Pascal Paoli, 
published in February 1768, is not better knovm I cannbt imagine. 
It is an entirely delightful litde hook; gay, amusing, high-spirited, 
well-bred, unpretentious, full of gobbets of shrewd observation and 
surprising good sense, and rcfireshingly devoid of the conventional 
sneers found in insular books of travel, Boswell had the advantage over 
most of the traveUing British of his age, and others, of some acquain- 
tance with the religion of the majority of Christians; nor did he feel 
any Protestant obligation to keep his hat on in the presence of the 
Mother of God, 

After recovering fom the first shock of those dark un-English 
faces, so frequendy unshaven, Boswell began instantiy to enjoy 
himself, and the Corsicans reciprocated with kindness and hospitality. 
They were, as often before, in revolt against their oycrlord, the 
Republic of Genoa, but had this time nearly driven the Genoese firom 
the island. Calling on French aid by treaty, Genoa had handed over 

^ Walpole adds : ‘I thought by the tnannac in which this was mentioned to 
me, that the penon meant to sound me,' butWalpole did not tespond, (Letter to 
the Hon, Hi, §, Cptcway, October 6 , 17 ds)» Wilkes at this moment wm d^cratcly 
bored with erik and very short of money. Later be made oue or two flying trips 
to- London, but letumed disappointed. 
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certain Corsican towns to French garrisons under the command of the 
Comte de Marbocu£ The French made no ofiensive move, according 
to policy, and seem to have aroused no enmity. The forty-year-old 
Corsican leader, General Pasquale Paoli, is one of the historic figures; a 
Christian Garibaldi, a champion worthy of being set not far firom 
Kosciusko and Sobicski. T^, strong, dignified, cultivated, devout, 
with a ‘manly and noble carriage* and the courteoas ease of a gentleman, 
Paoli impressed Johnson a little later no less thoroughly than Boswell, 
whose loud enthusiasm for Corsican liberty is by no means all scljp- 
advertisement, as the Whigs allege. 

General Paoli*s first impressions of his vivacious visitor, related to 
Fanny Bumey years later in his own English, are amusing: 

He came to my country and he fistched me some letter of recommending 
him. But 1 was of the belief that he might be an imposter, and I supposed in 
my mind that he was an espy; for I look away firom him and in a moment 
I look to him again, and I behold his tablets. Oh, he was to the work of writing 
down all I say. Indeed I was angry I But soon I discover he was no imposter 
and np espy, and I only find I was myself the monster he had come to discern. 
Oh, a very good man; I love him indeed; so cheerful I SogayJ Soplcasantl 

The old Boswell technique, we observe. He had sailed firom Leghorn, 
with his Swiss servant, in a Tuscan wine-barque. The sea was dead 
calm and the passage to Centuri took two days, Bosv^ singing the 
evening Ave Maria with the other passengers and finding it ‘pleasing 
to enter into the spirit of their ^eligion^ They landed just before dusk, 
and Boswell at once struck up-country with guides through the 
aromatic mquis for tie estate of a Signor Aaatonetti at Mor%lia, a 
mile inland. Fierce feces looming suddenly over guns fiotn covert in 
the twilight frightened him somewhat, tiou^ his party was armed to 
the teeth. He had been warned by a British naval oflScer — onecanhear 
the sharp-bitten words and see tic cold blue eyes— that the natives were 
barbarians and that he would be running ‘the risque of my Ufc.* But 
he got safely to Antonettt’s, and was courteously received. Next 
day, Sunday, he went to Mass with the femflly, heard a village sermon 
containing ‘some good practical advice*, and moved on to the house of 
Signor Datniano Tomasi at Pino, with another letter of introduction, 
struggling along a steep and narrow rock-path overhanging the sea. 
His charm conquered the Tomasis at once. Like Goldsmith's comedy- 
hero, he fended himself (‘before I became accustomed to Corsican 
hospitality*) in a tavern, and demanded so many dishes at table that 
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* Signora Tomasi looked in my face and smiled, saying with much 
calmness and good-nature, ‘‘Una cosa dopo iin altre, Signor." * — One 
thing after another. Sir.’ A Goldoni scene, equally, perhaps. 

His next halt up-country was a monastery at Canari, evoking a 
truly surprising remark, considering die kind of public his book was 
written for: 

The religious who devoutly endeavour to 'walk with God* are often treated 
with raillery, by those whom pleasure or business prevents firom thinking of 
future and more exalted objects. A little experience of the serenity and peace 
of mind to be found in convents, would be of use to temper the fire of men of 
the world. 

Serenity and peace of mind arc of course far from being the primal 
objesets of the monastic life; yet one may well imagine the reception 
of this apologia by Wilkes and his cronies in due course; the pleasing 
jests, the brilliant epigrams, the cascades of laughter, the toasts to Friar 
Jacobus Boswell and his shaveling mates. 

Thence, by way of Patrimonio, Olctta, and Morato, through ‘wild 
mountainous rocky country' to Corte, the capital, lieadquartcrs of 
Paoli and his Supreme Council, where Boswell presented his letter, 
in Paoli's absence, to a Signor Boccociampc, and retired to lodge at 
the Franciscan priory nearby. He liked the Franciscans, and they liim. 
He sat in choir with the friars and admired the ‘propriety’ of the daily 
Office and the beauty of die tabernacle on the high altar, carved in 
wood by one of the brethren. ‘I received many civilities at Corte,* 
He met, and admired, some of the Supreme Council. His hosts showed 
him the University, the Capuchin priory, and the Casdc, with three 
condemned murderers lying in its prison, with whom he convened; 
and then, having exhausted the sights of Corte, he resolved to approach 
Paoli at Sollacar6, over the mountains. For this purpose. he needed a 
passport, and he reports a ‘beautiful, simple incident* during his visit 
to the Great Chancellor for this purpose; 

The Chancellor desired a little boy, who was playing in the room by us, 
to run to his mother, and bring the Great Seal of the Idngdom. I thought myself 
sitting in the house of a Cincitinatus. 

The Rousseau touch, perliaps? Boswell had already jested politely 
at dinner at the Barbaggi house at Morato (‘No less thm twelve wcll- 
drest dishes, served on Dresden china, with a dessert, different sorts of 
wine, and a liqueur, all the produce of Corsica*) on the surprising 
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Spartadsm of Corsican life. On the way to SolIacar6 he was to 
experience the real diing, lunching off chestnuts knocked from the 
trees when his guides felt like eating, lying with them over a crystal 
brook to wash down the Arcadian meal. ‘It was just being, for a little 
wliilc, one of the prisca gens mortalium, the primitive race of men.* 
One can see him glancing in the direction of the wild Philosopher at 
Metiers with a superior smirk. Rousseau might go lyrical over the 
Noble Savage; he, Boswell, was actually living with him. 

At Bastclka a large company of the inhabitants attended Boswell 
to the monastery wliere he lodged. In ‘an unusual flow of spirits’ he 
harangued these frank and easy people in his best Italian on the bravery 
■with which they had purchaKd liberty, and gave them some useful 
hints on cultivating their island and engaging in commerce. At 
Omano, his next stop, he came across ‘a pretty droll society of monks’, 
one of whom laughingly quoted a bishop’s remark on the Reformation ; 
Angli oUm tmgeU time didoli — ‘The English, formerly angels, now 
devils.’ And Boswdl says in his friendly way, ‘I looked upon this as an 
honest eflusion of spiritual zeal. The fathers took good care of me in 
temporals.’ 

On sighting SoUacaib his nerve gave way, for once, and he had some 
fears as to his reception. Taken into Paoli’s presence in a black suit of 
ceremony, he found the General dressed in green and gold, having 
discarded the rustic Corsican costume since the arrival of the French in 
order ‘to make the government appear in a more respectable light.’ 
Paoli’s greeting was polite, but reserved. He read Rousseau’s letter and 
raked the strange visitor, who might easily have been a Genoese 
assassin, with a keen and penetrating eye. Hiving made up his mind 
about him after a brief exchange of talk, he dropped his reserve and 
became friendly and eloquent. He bad, it seems, invited the author of 
the Contrat Social to Corsica to assist in drawing up a new legal code, but 
nothing came of it. The Philosopher, had Paoli known, was actually 
intriguing for the surrender of Corsica to France. 

Presendy they dined, plainly but substantially. By the time coffee 
was served all Boswell’s timidity had worn off. The General handed 
him over, dining his stay, to the care of the Abbd Rostini, who had 
lived in France. Boswell was excited and happy. 

Pardcukt marb of attention were shewn me as a subject of Great Britain, 
the report of which went over to Italy, and confirmed the conjectures that I 
was really an envoy. In the morning I had my chocolate served up on a silver 
salver adorned with the arms of Corsica. I dined and supped constantly with 
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the Gciicral, I was visited by all die nobility^ and whenever I chose to make a 
litde tour, I was attended by a party of guards. I begged of the General not 
to treat me witli so much ceremony; but he insisted on it. 

That polite little half-assumption of Boswell^ diplomatic status was 
evidently not discouraged by Paoli, with French and Genoese spies in 
mind. We find Boswell before long taking his daily ride on the 
Gcncrars own horse, caparisoned in crimson velvet and gold lace, with 
an escort of guards. He is enjoying life tremendously, without black 
moods. Moreover, it is one of the only two periods of his existence 
unsullied by any ignoble incident whatsoever. And his host likes him 
more afid more. 

PaoH became more affable with me. I forgot die great distance between us, 
and had every day some hours of private conversation with him. 

Naturally the General docs not escape scot-fircc. In the course of 
long, intimate talks on the future of Corsica, on Greek and British 
history, on glory and goodness, on the King of Prussia, on Pemasyl- 
vania, on marriage, on the Corsican temperament, on arts and sciences, 
on political philosophy, and many other matters, he is called on, like 
Johnson, to examine and prescribe for Boswell’s mental state, bis 
depressed speculations, and Iris exhausted and recurring distaste — 
he was now 25 — for existence. Paoli’s reply to morbid self-pity is 
characteristic. 

All tiiis (said Paoli) is melmicholy. I have also studied metaphysicki. I know 
the arguments for and fircc-will, for the materiality and immateriality of 
the souk and even the subdk arguments for and against the existence of matter. 
Ma lasciamo quescc dispute m oaosi— but let us leave these disputes to the idle, 
lo tengo sempre fermo un gran pcnsicro — hold always firm one great object. 
I never fed a moment of despondency. 

He did not labour die point, and passed on to recommend Livy 
and Plutarch, Boswell knew wdl enough what Paoli’s gran pensiero 
was, though courtesy forbade Paoli’s dilating on it. He had already 
illuminated BoswcH’s mind at the dinner-table by stating ‘with 
graceful energy’ the principal arguments for the Being and attributes 
of God. Paoli with his perfect manners could have turned Boswell into 
a decent member of society with for more ease than Johnson. It was 
not to be Boswell’s fortune to experience Paoli’s influence continuously 
enough. 

. .Meanwhile the guest of Free Corsica continued to gyrate and to 
charm* He mixed feeely with peasants and soldiers, did all he could 
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to ‘make tlicin foud of die Bridsh', amwered all their questions, jested 
with them, played them Scottish airs with varying success on the 
German flute {GiUeroy, Coni Riggs are Bonny, Tlte Lass o Paties Milt), 
and once, in response to popular demand for an English song, delighted 
his audience with Garrick's ‘Hearts of Oak*, which he afterwards 
translated for them into Italian. * *^Cuore di guercia\ cried they, 

Inglese /** It was quite a joyous riot. . I fended myself to be a recruiting 
sea officer. I fancied all my chorus of Corsicans aboard the British 
Fleet/ The General was not present on this occasion. Though he smile d 
readily, he did not (like most really great men, comments Boswell 
accurately) often laugh. He could h^dly have helped laughing at and 
perhaps applauding this variety performance, wHch shows Boswell 
in his most attractive light as a good fellow receiving and radiating 
harmless pleasure. 

So, sped by Paoli's good wishes and the obliging kindness of his 
secretary, Father Gudfued of the Servite Order, a man of ‘talents and 
virtues, united with a singular decency and sweetness of manners*, 
Boswell at length began the return journey, meeting some of his 
former monastic hosts agam with redprocat^ pleasure (1 was not in 
the least looked upon as a heretick*) and meeting new ones, and Anally 
reaching Bastia, where he called on the French Ck>mmander>dn-Chief, 
the Comte de Marboeuf, with a letter ftom Paoli, He found Marboeufi 
an degant Breton, ‘openhearted* and charming, and his officers as 
fticndly and polite as himsdf. The French were preparing the way to 
the purchase of Corsica by making themsdv^ popular; Marboeuf, 
for example, had a gentleman's agreement with Pati over the appre- 
hension of criminals in each other’s territory. Boswdl was memorably 
entertained at Bastia and cured of a tertian ague by the French garr ison 
doctor, who refused to accept a fee. 

At the end of November he left for Genoa and thence, without 
pausing, by way of Marseilles and Lyons, direct for Paris. The three 
weeks he spent there sufficed to erase with ease from that waxy mind 
the recent impress of Paoli, as will appear almost immediately. 

Meanwhile we may finish with the Corsican episode. In the Life 
Boswdl tdls how his loud enthusiasm for Paoli and liberty irritated 
Johnson, who was distinctly churlish and provincial over it, and 
perhaps a litde jealous of the accompanying publicity. This did not 
qudl Boswell, who continued to think and talk and write Corsica, 
who called on the astonished Pitt for propaganda purposes in the 
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costume of a Corsican chief on February 21, 17^6, who raised a 
subscription in Scotland to supply the Corsicans with artillery fl’oni die 
Carron foundries — almost an incredible feat, as more tlian one English 
commentator Las remarked — and whose British Essays in Fauour of the 
Brave Corsicans (1768) came out a few months before tlie Genoese 
sold Corsica to France, when Paoli's last gallant hopeless stand for 
independence was nearly over* 

‘Foolish as we arc*, said Lord Holland, raising liis eyebrows, ‘we 
cannot be so foolish as to go to war because Mr. Boswell has been in 
Corsica.* One more gift to those who accuse die foreign policy of 
Britain, champion of liberty and small nations, of cynical opportunism 
and humbug; diis time wrongly, for Corsica was no Poland* PaoL 
escaped to Loudon in 1769 and became a social lion and an honoured 
member of Johnson’s circle. In the years to come Boswell will sec a 
fair amount of diis gi*cat and noble man; but not enough. 

Boswdl arrived in Paris on Sunday, January 12, 1766, and put up in 
the Rue Pierre-Sarrazin, near St. Germain-dcs-PreSs, moving soon to 
the sign of the Dauphin in the Rue Taranne, dose by. One of his first 
inquiries was a discreet one. They directed liim to ‘Madame Hekefs,* 
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Paris in. that damp and foggy January of 1766 which made Horace 
Walpole so qucarulous had a d^ of novel amusement to offer Mr. 
Wilkes’s young friend, with or without Mr, Wilkes's exq)ert guidance. 

It was a noisier, more vivid, smellier, more ‘Gotbids’ metropolis 
than London, though vast, planning-schemes were in progress under 
Gabriel and Bouchdrdon. While the Cit^ was still the old Paris of 
decorative, elaborate signs overhanging dark, narrow, twisting, 
deafening cobbled streets, courts, and alleys, the Paris Villon knew, the 
developing quarters of die Madeleine and the Ecole Militairc, for 
example, displayed wide, airy vistas lined with tall, gracious new 
bdldbgs. But even in the older quarters, and especially in the Marah, 
you came suddenly on quiet gardens, conventual or patridan, full of 
birdsong and lilac. At least ludf a dozen parks, like the charmmgly- 
named Jardin de I'lnfante, .the Tuileries, and the Luxembourg, were 
open to the public,' and all round Paris were wide leafy promenades. 



GRAND TOUR 


107 

As in London, no pavements existed as yet, except on the bridges. 
From the Faubourg-5 1. Honors a broad walk amid Le Ndtre’s planta- 
tions crossed the plain of the Champs-Elys^es, dusty in summer and 
muddy in winter, to the Butte de TEtoilc, standing some sixteen feet 
higher than the present site of the Arc de Triomphe. 

The racket of Louis XV s Paris exceeded that of London; its tempo 
was quicker, its pitch more shrill, its citizens more restless, more 
cynical, more insatiable for novelty and amusement, with some thirty- 
five newspapers, daily and weddy, to feed diis passion,^ and the 
caf^ and their politicians and chess players increasing in number and 
noise as France staggered into bankruptcy. Theatres, art-exhibitions, 
concerts, executions, masked balls, and breakings on the wheel in the 
Place de Grive were among die more seemly pleasures of the town, 
Boswell's visit coincided with one of those periodical outbreaks of 
anglomania which introduced horse-racing on the Newmarket plan 
to the Plaine des Sablons, on the St. Germain road, in February of this 
year. 

How many of tiicsc diversions engaged Boswell's attention during 
these three weeks we do not know. The Parisian entries in his journal 
arc brief, scrappy, and for the most part, decorous. His earliest call of 
ceremony was at the Scots College, that ancient foundation of David, 
Bishop of Moray, moved in the seventeenth century from the neigh- 
bourhood of the Sorbonne to the Rue du CardinJ Lemoine. The 
College had nearly thirty years* existence still before it as a seminary 
for priests on the Scot^ Mission; in its chapel was the tomb of 
James n. During his stay Boswdl frequently enjoyed the hospitality 
of the Rector, Father Alexander Gordon, attended Mass more than 
once in the chapel, and met Lord Alford and several other fellow-Scots 
at the, Rcctor*s table- 

It is curious he notes none of the entertainments of Paris, barring 
Madame Heket's and a certain ‘Montigni's* (‘sad work*), and does not 
once mention the theatre, of which he was so fond. Perhaps the Parisian 
stage disappointed hifn. To any London, playgoer it would seem, 
indeed, the thinnest of bread-and-butter. Although London taste had 
improved and Garrick had put the cruder bawdy out of fyiion,* 

^ London at this time had about twenty, moaung, evening, and weddy, 

■ Though all his life one of Garrick's &vouritc parts was that of Sic John Brute 
in a slightly modified version of Vanbrughs ProvoVi Wife^ the comedy which 
partly evoked Jeremy Collier's historic onslaught on the profene and shaindcss 
London stage. 
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the Londoner in Paris would still miss the jolly drunken scenes, the 
scenes of attempted seduction or rape, the coarse backchat, the gibes 
at filial duty and the marriage-tie and family life and the clergy to 
which he was accustomed, for the French Censonhip insisted on a 
tiresome standard of decency. A pleasing illustration of the gulf 
between the Paris and London theatres is quoted by Professor F. C. 
Green.^ In Destouches* comedy, VAinour Use, adapted for the 
Haymarket as The Contract in die 1750’s by the Rev. Thomas Francfclin, 
one of the many eighteenth-century divines whose simple duties 
enabled diem to dabble in playwriting, there is a love^ccne as 
follows: 

Isabelle: Esfc-cc bicn luif No m*a-t-on pas flattdea Non, e’est unc veritd 
Vdrit^ charmante I Jc vous revois done, mon chcr, mon btcn-aitnd Lisidor ! 
Usidor: Ma belle, mon aimablc, ma charmante Isabelle I 
Isabelle: Jc suis dans unc folic — 

Lisidor: Et moi, dam xm transport — 

Isabelle: Qui me boulcvcrsc le sens. 

Lisidor: Qui me 6it extravaguer. 

Isabelle: Jc n’en puis plus ! 

Usidor: Je me meurs 1 

Spicier fare, what die hack Conway called ‘the Cayenne Humour’, 
was required for the London palate, and Mr. Francklin duly supplied it. 

Colonel: She comes, she comes, the charmer of my heart 1 O Eleanoral 
{They etnhrace,) 

Elemora: My dearest Colond, is it then given me once more to behold— 
(aside) He’s a horrid creature I 

Colonel: After so many years of tedious absence, again to look on those dear 
eyes, to taste those balmy lip 1 (embrace again,) She stinks like a polo-cat I 
(aslde^ 

The exquisitely pure and subdc filigree of Alarivaux would seem 
tame enough after this. 'Whether any of his comedies were being 
performed in January 1766 1 cannot discover. Beaumarchais, of course, 
was not yet on the horizon. Boswell would have just missed seeing 
the greatest actress in Prance, Mile Clairon, who had resigned from 
the Cornddic-Pran^aise a little time before, following the famous strike 
and uproar wtridi delighted the town and landed her, with Le Kain, 
*the French Garrick’, and three other actors for a week in the prison of 

} Minuet: a Odticri Survey of French and English literary Ideas iu the 
Eighteenth Century* London, 1935. 
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the For-L’£veque, where k Tout^Paris rallied to La Clairou’s supper- 
parties and the streets leading to the prison were blocked with ducal 
coaches.^ Chastened by this object-lesson, Mile Dumesnil and the 
comedian Pr6ville and Bellccourt and the remaining members of the 
company would be walking through a piece by Legrand or La Chaussde 
with less than thdr normal nonchalance, one imagines. 

At the Op6ra some imperious Davilliers or Dangcvillc would be 
singing in Gliick*s Or/ca, or Rameau s ItiJes Galantes, or Rousseau’s 
Dmttdu Village, At the Opdra-Comique, which had recently absorbed 
the Italian Comedy, Carlino Bertinazzi was playing Arlcquin to the 
Inamorata of Mmc Favart The only other public theatrical 
performances, as in London, were at the fairs, especially tlic great 
Fair of St Germain, where ropedancers, marionettes, quacks, mounte- 
banks, parades, and knockabout farce derived firom the Commedia 
dell' Arte diverted the masses; but this 6ir did not open till February, 
and the others much later. In any case the entertainment Boswell 
was chiefly interested in would take him, with or without \CTlkes, 
more often to the Tuilcrics Gardens and the new Boulevards, firom the 
Temple to the Porte St Martin. Along this festdonable promenade 
the c^ds, sido-Aows, and gay ladies were plentiful; the Palais-Royal 
was not yet the centre of Parisian raffishness. Not that Boswell need 
depend on any rdving encounters, much aa he esteemed adventure of 
the land. Wilkes, apart from having been a pet, like Rousseau and 
Hume, of the fickle great ladies who, in Horace Walpole*s charming 
phrase, 'violated all Sie duties of life and gave very pretty suppers’, 
had plenty of acquaintance in k monde ou T on samux. That anecdote 
BoswcU tells in the Life of Wilkeses suppir^ with a young peer and his 
Opera girl on the eve of parting belongs lo this period, and doubtless 
Wilkes could command the key of more than one nohlemzas folk 
in the leafy Parisian suburbs as often as he &lt inclined. He did not take 
Boswdl into any of the smart philosophical drawing-rooms, where his 
own popularity had vmed a trifle by now; but he was undoubtedly 
a mine of information on the town’s more accessible amusements, if 
not a valued guide. 

» Bmek-Brentano, La J345//lte des Cotnidiens (Le Prlsoti dit For VEt^iqife)] Paris,, 
X9ao. The squabble leadii^ to this inddent is too involved to be dealt with here. 
Brench stages-players at this period were servants of the Crown, and disdplmed 
accordin^y. Garrick, who was in Paris in 1765, oflfered his brother-star refuge 
from the lieutenant of Police, but tt Kain coidd hardly miss a public performance 
of this magnitude, and g;raccflilly gave himself up. 
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Boswell liad resumed contact with Wilkes soon after his arrival. 
His classical fiiend was now living with a Mile Cliassagne in the R.ue 
des Saints-P6res, off the Quai Malaquais; desperately sliort of money, 
more heavily in debt than ever, and dependent entirely on subsidies 
from Lord Temple and the Whigs, with an occasional mysterious 
douceur from the Frcncli Government, for what services nobody 
seems to know.^ Boswell found him moody and depressed, but his 
‘perpetual gayety’ soon reasserted itself. Before Ipng Wilkes was 
ridiculing tire Incarnation, and at the top of his form. One diary 
entry a few days later is typical Boswell. Calling on Wilkes on 
January 27 and picknig up a belated copy of The St. James's Chronicle, 
he was stunned to read a brief notice of his mother’s death. Still 
stunned, he diaicd with the Dutch Ambassador, and at six o’clock 
rushed (his own word) away in a fever to Madame Heket’s, where die 
channs of a certain Constance allayed liis grief. 

That same week Boswell called on Horace Walpole — ‘in spite of my 
teeth and my doors’, as Walpole complained to Gray— in his h 6 tel garni 
in the R.ue du Colombier, now the Rue Jacob, to extract some informa- 
tion concerning the misfortunes of ex-King Theodore of Corsica. 
But the frigid Walpole, ‘either from pride or stupidity’, deigned to 
say very little. Mr. Hume had rcceudy left the Embassy to accompany 
Rousseau to England, and so escaped. Not so Lady Berkeley, Lord 
Alford, and a few other Englisli and Scots notables. 

On January '31 Boswell left for England, escorting ' Rousseau’s 
mistress, Th^rise Levasseur, whom he had met J^ain in Paris. During 
the journey they misbehaved themselves quite ignobly, as appeared 
from a long passage in the journal which Colonel Isham matured to 
peruse before it was destroyed by anqther hand. As every admirer of 
Rousseau is aware, Mile Levasseur, Rousseau’s prop and stay, cook- 
housekeeper, nurse, and guardian for over thirty years (a dfficult feat), 
was a coarse, plain-featured, illiterate harridan, now aged about forty, 
whose one •virtue is supposed to have been fidelity to ‘moK Maxi', 
Wilkes must have laughed consumodly on receiving Boswell’s 
account of this adventure, applauding his young fnend’s return to 
common sense after all that hymn-singing and mixing with monks and 
priests in Corsica and being ‘ele'vated' by tiie devout PaolL 
, I par^ to reflect how difficult it is, as one surveys the relations 
between Wilkes ^d Boswell, not to fell into romanticism and to 

^ HotaceWailpole and others acccuod him years later of being a French agent, 
which ho vigorously denied. . ' 
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descry the tempting parallel of Mephistopheles and Faust Some of 
the polite raillery Goethe puts into the tempter s mouth throughout 
his play are essential WiUccsery, 1 am the Spirit that Denies — and 
rightly, since everything that exists is fit only to be destroyed . , - 
However bad the company tliou art in, thou shalt feel thyself a man 
among men . . . My fiicnd, the time has come to indulge ourselves 
in a litdc discreet debauchery . . * Civilisation, which polishes the 
whole world, has extended even to the Devil . . , One dare liardly 
name to chaste ears what chaste hearts can never tire of . . . I wish thee 
much pleasure in lying to thyself firom time to time , - . I can think of 
nothing more ridiculous than a devil who despairs . • . O sancta 
simpUdtasr An urbane and perfect Mcplustophclcs, Mr. Wilkes, 
shrugging and grinning and undcrininiiig. 

It is easy to understand why Boswell was permanently fascinated by 
Wilkes. What Wilkes saw in Boswell to warrant a lifelong fiiendship 
is not less easy to discover, I think. He found in him endless amusement. 
The agreeable scatterbrain, the gay drinking-companion, the quaint 
Scots chatterbox, the admirable and untiring listener had absurd 
recurrent urgings towards Christianity and a better life, and Wilkes 
must have derived kindly pleasure firom rallying these intempestive and 
reactionary impulses. Boswell's addiction to a monster of probity 
and credulity like Johnson, wc may be sure, inspired ficquent and 
amusing Wilkesian epigrams, at which Boswell would roar as heartily 
as any others of the retinue. A weathercock, a whirligig ; and the same 
unseen spirit-<iorus which mourned for Faust may have hovered 
over him often as he kugjied with Wilkes at the supper-table, the 
roihantic might imagine with a sigh. 

Wehl Wchl 

Du hast sic zentort 

Die schone Welt 

Mit mSchtiger Faust 

Sic stiitzt, sie zerfallt I 

Bin Holbgott hat sie zerscblagcn ! 

Wk tragen 

Die Trummem ins Nichts hintiber 
Und klagen 

Ueber die vedome Schone 1 . . 

' *Ala8, alas I Thou hast destroyed it, the happy woridi Thou hast shattered, 
k with nughty force, it Hes in rijins I A half^od tuu tumbled it down 1 We bear 
away the fia^ents into Nothingness, weeping over bst beauty I’ {Pmt, Ft I, ' 
Sc. IV.) 
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Unfortunately reality, as so often, spoils the symphony. Tliis Faust 
will never turn on the mocker in fury and loathing, crying ‘Thou 
tiling of filth and fire, dog, execrable monster!’ They remain dose 
friends till BoswcU-Faiist quits tlus life, and two years later 
Mepliistophelcs-Wilkcs himself attains Christian burial ^tcr a last 
ribdd jest or two. The memorial-tablet in Grosveuor Chapel, South 
Audley Street, may, I believe, be viewed today. 

So Boswell returned to England with the unattractive Levasseiu:, 
dumped her forthwith at Chiswick, where Rousseau was staying, 
hastened to call on Johnson in Johnson’s Court, Fleet Street, and was 
kindly received. Johnson had written to him in Paris urging him to 
end his rambling and return home for the sake of his father, who was 
ill. They supped at the Mitre again, and again a few nights later, 
when Temple was present. Here BoswcU thoughtlessly put his foot 
in it. 

I having mentioned that I had passed some time with Rousseau in his wild 
retreat, and having quoted some remarks made by Mr. Wilkes, with whom I 
had spent many pleasant hours in Italy, Johnson said (sarcastically), ‘It seems, 
Sir, yon have kept very good company abroad, Rousseau and Wilkes 1’ 
Thinking it enough, to df^nd one at a time, I said nothing as to my gay friend, 
but answered with a smile, ‘My dear Sir, you don’t call Rousseau bad company. 
Do you really thiqk him a bad man t* 

Johnson did think so, describing the Philosopher vigorously as a 
rascal who ought to be hunted out of society, a man as bad as Voltaire. 
One may imagine Boswell pulling himself up on the edge of the 
abyss. Another incautious word or two and he would be faabblii^ 
of things which would liave crisped Johnson’s wig with anger and 
disgust, and possibly ended dicir acquaintance that night. Psychiatrists 
say the temptation to rush into this khid of peril is almost overwhelming 
to a type like Boswell No doubt he wiped a little sweat off his forehead 
more than once during this Mitre sapper, and blamed the fire. Nobody 
reading die Life would gather that the Doctor knew nothing whatsoever 
of his disciple’s private life. Boswell was nearly betrayed to Johnson 
a little later, as we shall see, by the playful Wilkes, whose geniality 
was not, as I have already noted, without a touch of sadism. To sec the 
wretched Boswdl writhing like a butterfly on a pin and imploriug 
bim to be discreet and mcrdfbl "was doubtless an exquisite joke. 
However, Mephisto tired of the sport and let him off. 

Tlie Corsican fever held Boswell now firmly in its grip, despite the 
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Doctor’s testincss. Puffing himself in paragraphs to the London 
Chronictcy surrounding himself with romantic mystery, calling on Pitt 
in masquerade, boasting of his friendship with Paoli, and all the rest of 
it made him a public figure at last Mr. Corsica Boswell. The 
Eighteenth Century quaindy bestowed tides on the eminent, taken 
homerically from their feats and works: Athenian Stuart, Shakespeare 
Steevens, Leonidas Glover, Dog Jennings (the dilettante who bought 
the antique Greek marble alleged to represent Alcibiadcs’ dog), 
Palmyra Dawkins, Hermes Harris, Dictionary Johnson. Mr, Corsica 
Boswell had arrived. Unfortunately a return to Scotland was impera- 
tive. His mother was dead, his father was ill, and his bond required 
him to seek admission forthwith to the Society of Advocates. He left 
for home accordingly in April, got through the double viva-voce, 
paternal and legal, without trouble, was admitted an advocate on July 
29, and almost immediately plunged into a passionate intrigue, about 
which he keeps Temple fully posted. She is a Mrs. Dodds, a woman 
with three children, deserted by her husband (which makes it all right, 
as Boswell points out lightheartedly to his derical friend). His pre- 
occupation with the ‘dear Infidd*, the ‘sweet litde mistress', very 
nearly gives him that light push over the mental borderline which so 
often threatened him, for die adored one, though handsome, very 
lively, and ‘admirably formed for amorous dalliance', is a bouncing 
virago with a certain reputation. Rumoun concerning her come to 
Boswch's cars in February 1767, after he has taken a house for her and 
the femily, designing, he tells Temple, to be ‘safe and happy, and in 
no danger cither of the perils of Venus or of desperate matrimony'. 

Incohereiit, jerky letters pour from him before long. Philosophy, he 
says, ‘teacheth us to be moderate, to be patient, to expect a gradual 
progress of refinement and fdidty, and in that hope I look up to the 
Lord of the Universe, with a grateful remembrance of the grand and 
mysterious propitiation which Christianity hath announced'; but 
meanwhile the sweet Htde mistress is driving him crazy with jealousy. 
He is half inclined to say ‘Damn her, lewd Minx.' He is tormented 
and disgusted. He hates her lack of refinement. ‘She is ill-bred, quite 
a rompish girl She debases my dignity.’, On the other hand how can 
he do better than ‘keep a dear Infidel for my hours of Paphkn bliss' e 
Yet since the last draught of Paphian bHss he has cooled ofr^ he says.’ 
‘This is a curious episde to a dci^ymanr It certainly is, and one may 
imagine Temple settling his ba^ now and agdn with a dazed 
expression as hi$ confidant rambles on. Shall BoswcU teU the charmer 
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he is himself an inconstant being ? Shall he let his love gradually decay ? 
‘Had she never loved before, I would have lost every drop of blood 
ratlier than give her up. Thcre*s madness ! There’s delicacy !’ 

He assures Temple tliat he is equally pursuing the law. 

It must be confessed that our Court of Session is not so favourable to eloquence 
as the English courts ; yet the Outer House here is a school where a man may 
train himself to pretty good purpose. ... I already speak with much ease and 
boldness, and have already the language of the Bar much at command. I have 
now cleared eighty guineas. My clerk comes to me every morning at six, 
and I have dictated to him forty folio pages in one day. 

Incidentally he fears that furnishing a house for the ‘sweet little 
mistress’ will cost a great deal and is ‘too much like marriage’, though 
he has taken the house and cannot draw back. Skipping a parenthesis 
or two toucliing on Robertson’s Charles the Fifth, Rousseau’s quarrel 
with Hume, the amiable Dr. Gregory of the Department of Medicine, 
and Hume’s praise of the Corsican book, we come to this; 

Temple, will you allow me to marry a good Scots lass ? Hal Hal Hal "What 
shall 1 you? Zclidc has been in London this winter. I never hear from her — 
she is a strange creature. 

One more parenthesis concerning ‘brother Davy*, a prodigious fine 
fellow, home from Spain for Christmas, and he returns to Mrs. Dodds. 
They have quarrelled. He told her how unhappy he was. Her eyes 
were full of passion. He took her in his arms and embraced her with 
transport. The same evening he gave a supper-party to some friends to 
settle an old wager that he would be firce from venereal disease for 
three years, got roaring drunk, spent the night with a drab (‘Bless me, 
what ^ risque!’) and next day breathed the whole story into his 
charmer’s ear in an orgy of Rousscauesque emotion and was forgiven. 

I confess Boswell is becoming tiresome. In his next letter he is going 
to marry one of two ladies — cither his Yorkshire relative, Miss Boswdl, 
or charming Miss Catherine Blair of Adamtown, near Auchinleck, 
I do not propose to follow all his babblings to Temple on this theme. 
His ‘late Circe’ is with child (‘What a fellow am I !*) and he provides 
for it and enids the affair. Miss Blair and her mother have visited 
Aiichirilcck’s ‘romantick groves’, -and he has drunk the fair one’s 
health so vigorously diat he finishes the night in a brothel He orders 
Temple to visit Adamtovwi and praise him dffusivcly, at the same time 
emphasirihg his butterfly nature. (‘Ask gravely, “Pray don’t you 
imagine thae is something of madness in that femily ?” ’) The pursuit 
of Miss Blair, ‘my Princess’, complicated .to some extent by the recent 
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appearance of the late-adored Zelidc in England and a letter from the 
Siena angel, is now a major issue. He has a formidable rival, a rich 
East Indian Nabob named Pullcrton. Presently Boswell is calling on 
Miss Blair in a green-and-gold suit, attended by a servant in daret- 
coloured livery and gold-laced hat. But Miss Blair is elusive and 
difficult. 

An ensuing letter (December 24, 1767) contains a sentimental 
dialogue between Boswell and his Princess which, whether he toudicd 
it up or not, is so surprisingly free from the ritual ‘La, Sir!’ and 
‘Madam, I protest !* of the eighteenth-century theatrical love-scene 
as to be worth setting down in part, I think. Perhaps this is how 
eighteenth-century lovers actually talked to each other. The dialogue 
begins with the Princess’s coy remark ‘No, I really have no particular 
liking for you; I like many people as well as you.” 

Boswctl: Doyouindeedi WeE,Icannothdpit;Iamobligedtoyoufor tcUing 
me so in time. I am sorry for it. 

Princess: I like jeany Maxwdl [Duchess of Gordon] better than you. 

Boswell: Very well; but do you like no man better than me e 
Princess: No. 

Boswell: Is it possible that you may like me better than other men? 

Princess: 1 don’t know what is possible. 

(By this time I had risen and placed myself by her, and was in real agitation,) 
Boswell: PU tdl you what, my dear Miss Blair, I love you so much that I am 
very unhappy if you cannot love me. I must, if possible, endeavour to 
forget you. "What would you have me do t 
Princess: I really don’t know what you should do. 

Boswell; It is certainly possible that you may love me; and if yon shall ever do 
so, I shall be the happiest man in the world. Will you make a frir bargain 
with me* If you should happen to love me, will you own it? 

Prifuxss: Yes. 

Bostvell: And if you should happen to love another, will you tdl me inuno- 
diatdy, and help me to make myself easy? 

Princess; Yes, I wilL 

Boswell: Well, you arc very good (often squeeadng and kissing her fine hand, 
while she looked at me with those beautiful black eyes). 

Princess: I may tdl you, as a cousin, what I would not tdl to another man. 
Boswell: You may indeed. You are very fond of Attchinlcck, and that is one 
good circumstance. 

Princess: Iconfrsslam. Iwishilikcdyouaswdlasido AuchinlccL 

No doubt the essential technique of the fan was in operation all this 
while, and the fine black eyes fl^ed and languished and rolled, were 
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averted or hidden, according to the rubrics. The scene ends with 
Boswell saying that he is in earnest and that whatever happens, they 
must never quarrel again. 

Princess: Never. 

Boswell: And may I come and see you as much as I please ? 

Princess: Yes. 

And the dissatisfied lover sums up to Icmplc: 

My worthy friend, what sort of a scene was tliis «... She said that to see one 
loving licr would go far to make her love that person; but she would not talk 
anyhow positively, for she had never felt the luic.-isy anxiety of love. We were 
an hour and a half together, and she seemed pleased all the time • . , I admire 
her more than ever . . . 

His Princess, though she docs not talk at all like a leading lady of 
Sheridan's or Goldsmith's, is obviously a girl of sense. ‘How long 
must I suffer he cries to Temple. ‘Kate has not fire enough; she docs 
not know the value of her lover !' One secs the bewildered clergyman 
rolling a bemused eye round his study. Not tloat his advice mattered 
one way or the other. Two months later Miss Blair definitely discards 
BoswcU for her Nabob, and Zclidc, the ‘charming Dutchwoman' 
of Utrecht, steps into fint place again. 


6 

One would think Boswell’s derk, jMr. Lawrie, bad litde to do at this 
time but twiddle his thumbs and yawn through the dusty office- 
window at the bustling street-life of EdinburgL Not so. A cause 
ciMre was engaging the Scottish legal and social world, and the 
busybody Boswell, simultaneously engaged on his Account of Corsica, a 
less attractive work than the Journal, must needs plunge into the thick 
of it, dictating and publishing a pamphlet, The Essence of the Dottglas 
Cause, dashing offa fictional version ofit called Dorando, and showering 
paragraphs on the Edinburgh newspapers. He was not professionally 
engaged, but he attended all the hearings and displayed himself 
sufficiently in the limelight to earn, later on, a fi;eezing cut fiom the 
Duchess of Argylc’' at the Duke’s own table. The Essence is said by 

, ^ J'otmedy Duchess of Hamilton. One of 'the beantiM Gntmings’, she was 
maaied to the impatient Mamiltcin at midnight vdth a cuttain-ring on the 
opoatiye finger. On Hhmiltoh's death she married Argyle. 
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lawyers to present the ease qtdte competently. 

Tlic Douglas Cause, involving the heirship of Mr, Archibald 
Douglas to the family estates as against the Duke of Hamilton, excited 
Edinburgh so much that it soon became a party«question and the 
Hamilton apartments at Hol3rrood were sacked by ^ mob and the 
judges* windows— including Lord Au<hinleck*s---smashed. The case 
had a scabrous side. The Hamiltons had to prove Archibald Douglas 
illegitimate, and Horace Walpole remarks of the subsequent appeal to 
tbe Lords that Lord Sandwich, who had studied the ‘midwtfery’ of 
the business, scandalised the Bishops excessively. The PJamiltons’ 
ease was that Archibald Douglas and his twin-brother, who died 
yoxmg, were the ofl&pring of a glass-manufacturer and a French rope- 
dancer, and had been purchased from them by the Douglases. The 
House of Lords at length revened the Court of Session’s verdict (by 
the President’s casting-vote), thcDouglascs triumphed, and Edinburgh 
was illuminated. Hie case, including bribery by both sides on a lavish 
scale, cost ;£500,ooo at least in modem money and fills eighteen thick 
volumes of law-print. The unreliable Ramsay of Ochtertyre, whose 
whimsies we have noted before, cells a story about Boswell's heading 
the mob which broke his frthcr’s windows after the verdict of the Court 
of Session and Auchinlcck’s tearful pleading with President Dundas 
to commit James to the Tolbooth, As father and son were equally 
pro-Douglas this seems obvious nonsense. 

In February 1768 the Paulis brothers of Glasgow printed and the 
Dillys in London published the Journal 0 / a Tour to Corsica, and Bosvrell’s 
literary reputation, after years of tedious scribbling, was made at last 
Before October the slim book was in its third edition, as it deserved. 
Johnson esteemed it highly, like Bonaparte after him. The finical Gray 
confessed to Horace Walpole that it ‘pleased and moved me strangely’, 
adding spitefully that ‘any fool may write a most valuable book by 
chance’, and that the conversations with PaoH were exchanges between 
‘a Green Goose and a Hero’, But as old Auchinlcck growled, Jamie 
had ‘ta’en a toot on a new horn’, and a highly successful one. 

Boswell hastened to London to enjoy his triumph, heralding his 
arrival on March 23 by paragraphs in the daily papers. ‘James Boswell, 
Esq., is expected in Town.’ {Loudon Chronicle.) ‘Yesterday James 
Boswell, Esq., arrived from Scotland at bis lodgings in Half Moon 
Street, Picca^y.' {Public Adoertizer) This journalistic side-industry 
we have not noted before, and need not mention again. It is a 
constant. He was always an inde&tigablc publidty-agent for James 
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Boswell. He found Johnson was in Oxford and followed liiin there, 
after a few days’ relaxation. The Doctor was a little cool, Boswell had 
annoyed him by printing one of his letters in the Jounial without 
permission. He obtained forgiveness forthwith, also Johnson’s sanction 
for the publication of all his letters, after death, in a projected 
biographical work Boswell mentions vaguely for the first time: the 
Life, already taking shape, dimly, as a ‘future’. 

Happy and intoxicated with fame and Johnson’s returning kindness, 
Boswell writes to Temple: 

My book has amazing celebrity. Lord Lyttelton, Mr. Walpole, Mrs. 
Macaulay, and Mr, Garrick have aU written me noble letters about it. There arc 
two Dutch translations going forward, and Zclidc translates it into French. 

At last he could mingle with the rest of Johnson’s literary intimates 
as an equal. Moreover he was being taken up. Old General 
Oglethorpe, founder of Georgia, Pope’s friend, called and solicited 
his acquaintance, among others. 

I am really the great man now. I have David Hume in die forenoon, Mr. 
Johnson in the afternoon of the same day. I give admirable dinners and good 
claret, and the moment I go abroad again, which will be in a day or two, I set 
up my chariot This is enjoying the fruit of my labours, and appearing like 
the fidend of Paoli. 

His guests at this time include Johnson, Hume, Oglethorpe, Benjamin 
Franklin, Garrick, Bennett London, Sir John Pringle, Dr. Percy and 
Dr. Douglas, two bishops-dect. Dr. Hugh Blair, and Thomas Davies; 
for though Boswell ten^ to patronise the actor-bookseller to whom he 
owes so much, he docs not diop liim. At one of these dinners Johnson 
is in magnificent form, tossing and goring everybody. And Boswell’s 
other existence, the secret one, the racketty one, goes on simultaneously. 
‘To confess to you at once, Temple’, he writes on April id, lydS, ‘I 
have, since my last coming to town, been as wild as ever.’ Ten days 
later; ‘Your moral Icctnre came to me yesterday in very good time, 
while I lay suffering severely for immorality/ He is not meeting the 
adored Z^de, but they correspond. He bl^es her levity, she retorts 
addly. Postscript to the April id letter; 

, I knew you are determined to have me married. What would you think 
of the fine, healthy, young, amiable Miss Dick, with whom you dined so 
agreeably f ♦ She wants only a good fortune, 

mssDicki 
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He returned to Auchinleck a week or two later, liaving made a 
solemn vow in St Paulas Catliedral to refrain from 'licentious connec- 
tions* of any kind for six months, and plunged forthwith into the legal 
business of the Summer Session, gambling, and a fresh infatuation. 
‘The finest creature that ever was formed, la Belle Irlmiddse . , . formed 
like a Grecian nymph’, Mary Anne by name, surname unrecorded, 
is the visiting daughter of a Dublin barrister, and, writes this hare- 
brained Machcath to Temple, ‘here every flower is united.* He carves 
her name on a tree and cuts off a shining lock of her hair against her 
•will, like Pope's Baron. ‘I have given up my criminal intercourse with 

Mrs. ; in short, Maria has me without any rival/ The shadowy 

Miss Dick is out of circulation already, if she was ever in it, and 
Zclidc quits the stage for ever. A letter to Temple four months later 
announces that Miss Blair is again princess of Boswell’s heart and that 
he is in debt, due to play, and in low spirits, due to drinking, *a habit 
which still prevails in Scotland’. But ‘from henceforth I shall be a 
perfect man; at least, I hope so.’ He adds suddenly: ‘Am I right to 
insist that my dear Htde woman shall stay/ And who should the 
dear Utde woman be but Mrs. Dodds, the Paphian, whom he still 
feverishly loves but admits to be ‘unworthy of Paoli’s fiiend’ ? Poor 
Templc- 

Into this confused whirl of law-business, gambling, drinking, 
Corsican business — ^including the raising of that ;;^700 subscription 
which brought the hard-pressed Paoli welcome ordnance — and 
women business, comes a decision at last In April 1769, having taken 
a trip to Dublin to visit la Belle Irkfidaise, during which Lords Leinster 
and Chademont and other notables praise and entertain the author of 
the Corsican Journal very gratifyingly, Boswell makes up his mind to 
marry, finally and irrevocably. His choice, if the reader is not too dizzy 
by now to catch up vrith Lothario, is obvious. It is his cousin, Margaret 
Montgomerie. 

Miss Montgomerie of Lainshaw, a relatiion of the Eglintouns, was 
gende, kindly, patient, sensible, and rigid. She needed all these 
qualities in the years to come. No flaming beauty, she possessed all 
^ose Scottish, virtues which inspire admiration and fear in subject 
races. The engagement was approved by both families. Thecousin^p 
of the parties docs not seem to have perturbed them. Lord Auchinleck 
perhaps was ready tp risk anything to get the wil 4 youth setded. So a 
marriage was arranged for November, and Boswell came to London 
in the early autumn of 1769 for Johnson’s blessing and one last fling, 
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to find Joluisoji away at Brighton with tlic Thralcs, Looking round 
for more immediate entertainment, he noted that a Shakespeare 
Jubilee celebration was to take place at Stratford-upon-Avon in the 
first week of September, and was to include a masquerade. All die 
fashionable world (said the newspapers) would be there. So would he, 
with the costume he had brought from Corsica in his baggage; the 
striking costume whicli had already raised the eyebrows of Pitt and 
won derisive cheers from the loungei*s of Whitehall. 


7 

Amusing as arc certain, modem manifestations of what has unkindly 
been calkd die Shakespeare B.acket at Stratford-upon-Avon, they 
miss by some octaves the high, note of comedy which marked the 
Shakespeare Jubilee edebratious at that spurious shrine on September 
6 , 7, and 8, 1769, when aubades and serenades, public break^ts and 
dinners, firewodks, bells and cannon, oratorio and odes and oratory, 
a Grand Masquerade and a grand horse-race celebrated Shakespeare’s 
immortal glory, amid torrential rain, with hardly a word of Shake-, 
speare’s spoken frpm beginning to end. 

By 1769 Stratford’s main industry had already taken on that mildly 
diverting aspect now inseparable from it. The natives had not yet 
tapped the international market or entered the picture-postcard and 
brass toasting-fork period, but Shakespeare's famous mulberry-tree 
was yielding immense dividends in the shape of snuff-boxes, waUdng- 
sticks, and other curios. It had been hewn down in 1756 by Dr. 
Johnson’s fellow-countryman, the R.ev. Brands Gasttcll, who then 
occupied New Place, in a spasm of hate. Three years later the bitter 
clergyman pulled down New Place itself and left Stratford 'as the villain 
in melodrama should leave the stage, amid a storm of hisses.’^ The 
Jubilee of 1769, so called because it Happened five years after the 
bicentenary of Shakespeare’s death, was Garrick’s inspiration, and 
ind«d Garrick’s show throughout Apdy did Gray call it Vanity Fair, 
and truly symbolic of Garridt’s lifelong attitude to Shakespeare is the 
Gainsborough portrait now in Stratford Town HaU, showing Garrick 
leaning elegantly crosdegged against a sylvan pedestal aowned by the 

* Monument, by Ivor Brown and Geoi^^e Pearon. London, 
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Swan of Avon*s bust, the right arm, hat in lianti, tluovvii round it in 
protective benignity; ego et poeta mens. 

In September 1769 die great actor was enjoying one of his temporary 
retirements from the stage. His Stratford performance was pardy the 
result of those often mysterious public rcc^ to which eminent actors 
must gracefully and instandy submit, and pardy a rctum*-courtesy 
to the municipality of Stratford, who had bestowed the borough's 
freedom on him in the previous year. 

Garrick certainly worked like a slave over the Shakespeare Jubilee, 
guaranteeing most of the expenses and losing a fidbr amount of money; 
for die weather, itsdf in Shakespearean and jubilee mood, put up a 
spirited and almost non-stop performance based on the opening scene 
of The Tempest and the storm-scene in King Lear, During three arfuous 
days Garrick was Chief Steward, poet, orator, pageant-master, chorus- 
leader, Master of Ceremoniess, and unwilling providence to his brother 
George, a confirmed sponger who ‘touched’ the Town Clerk — as 
he would say mcndly nowadays — ^for a hundred pounds, which his 
famous brother was apparendy expected to pay back.^ 

Foote, who swore he was charged nine guineas for six hours’ sleep 
by the racketeers of Stratford, dtily waxed funny over the result of his 
rival’s labours: 

A Jubilee is a public Invitation, circulated and arranged by PufSng, to go 
posting without horses to an obscure borough without representatives, governed 
by a Mayor and Aldermen who ate no Magistrates; to rdebratc a Poet, whose 
Works have made him immortal, by an Ode without poetry, Musick without 
mdody, Diunen without victuals, and Lodgings without beds; a Masquerade 
where half the people appear baro-freed, a Hoisc-Race up to the knees in water, 
and a gingeihread Amphitheatre which tumbled to pieces as soon as it was 
made. 

That, of course, is ‘pretty Fanny’ s way*; yet the suflferings of the 
Beau Monde for Sh^espeaxe’s sake, fix exceeding those of Lord 
Lilac in the poem, deserved an ode to themselves, and would have 
drawn tears from any observer of sensibility had not the weeping skies 
half drowned the world already. The rains began on the second 
morning of the Jubilee, as coaches and chaises from London and the 
country wexe stiU pouring into Stratford, and hardly stopped until 
the last gilded wheel had b^ heaved out of the mud for the homeward 

^With David, George Gatridc had been one of riie first three piquls at Samuel 
Johnson’s ‘academy* at Edkl, neat Lidifidti, in X736. 
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journey. Some of the rich and great had to sleep in their coaches, for 
the to^vn v/as packed by ‘incredible multitudes*, the happy natives 
were charging what they liked, and the noise and discomfort were 
considerable. 

At 5 a.m. onWednesday, September 6, a discharge of artillery on 
the river-bank opened the Festival, and Mr. Garrick's Drury Lane 
company, ‘fantastically dressed*, paraded the streets, singing: 

Let Beauty with the Sun arise, 

To Shakspearh tribute pcay, 

With heav’nly Smiles and speaking Eyes 
Give Lustre to the Day ! 

Ench Smile she gives protects his Name, 

What Face shall dare to frown ? 

Not Envy's Self can blast die Fame, 

Which Beauty deigns to aown. 

To this aubade succeeded a rollicking ditty of more obvious Garrick 
vintage (he should have attended to Shropsliirc as well) : 

Yc Warwickshire Lads and ye Lasses, 

Sec what at our Jubilee passes. 

Come revel away, rejoice and be glad, 

For the Lad of all Lads was a Warwickshire Lad ! 

Warwickshire Lad ! 

All be glad I 

The Lad of all Lads was a Warwickshire Lad 1 

By this time the sun was well up. Children ran from house to house 
distributing programmes, tht band of the Warwickshire Militia struck 
up with fife, brass, and drum, and all Stratford began to deck itself 
with ribbons and favours ,and to prepare for the Public Breakfast at 
nine; admission one shilling, provided a guinea had already been 
subscribed to tic Entertainment Fund and another half-guinea to the 
Masquerade. 

Shordy after eight Mr. Garrick arrived at the breakfast-rooms, to 
be recent by the Mayor and Corporation, to be invested with his 
Steward's insignia, a gold-framed Shakespeare medallion from the 
inexhaustible mulberry-tree and a wand of office, and to make a suitable 
oration, amid more bell-ringing. The company, including the Dukes 
of Dorset and Manchester, Lords Gtosycnor, Beauchamp, Spencer, 
Denbigh, Carlisle, an^ Pigot, Sic Watkm Williams Wynn, Bt., die 
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great Welsh Jacobite, and many more notables, incliidiiig James 
Boswell, Esquire, of Auchinleck, then sat down to eat and the band 
.struck up gay airs. After break&st the company adjourned to the 
parish church to hear Dr, Amc s oratorio Judith, with the composer 
conducting, Mr, Boswell later expressed the view in The Loiidon 
Magazine that prayers would more fitly have opened the Jubilee, 
followed by a short sermon. The nobility and gentry doubdess bought 
Garrick*s plan better value, seeing that the entire Drury Lane orchestra 
was performing with full choruses and leading singers, including the 
celebrated Mrs. Baddcley. 

The oratorio over, there was a procession, headed by Garrick and 
his wand, to the new Rotunda on the Bankaofi, designed for the 
occasion in wood and named *Shahcspcare*s Hall* : an impressive and 
decorative, if gimcrack edifice, with a chandelier of eight hundred 
lights and a painted ceiling and cornices, planned to hold a thousand 
people. During the procession there was another Garrick chorus: 

This is a Day, a Holiday, 

Drive Spleen and Rancour far away . , . 

Outside the alleged birthplace of the presumed author of Hmtet 
the procession halted and appropriate lines were chanted; 

Here Nature nurs’d her darling Boy, 

From whom all Care and Sorrow fly, 

Whose Harp the Muses strung I . . . 

In the Rotunda the tables were spread for the ‘grand Public Ordinary* 
at three o^ock, with turde-soup and Madeira; but it seems that the 
main repast,’; supplied by the landlord of the White Lion at i8s. 6d. 
a head, was a disappointment, consisting notably of poor beef and 
worse port. By six o’clock the company were leaving to dress for the 
Assembly, and the eminent pyrotechoician Signor Domenico Angelo, 
who had brought down from London two waggon-loads of fireworks, 
was looking to his rockets and squibs. They went off with a great 
bang at 10 pmi., when the Assembly opened and the minuets began, 
to be followed at midnight by country-danccs, as at Bath and Tun- 
bridge Wells, till three in the morning. 

So fiir, so good. But soon after dawn on the Thursday the rain 
began. Before noon, an after-breakfast Procession of Shakespeare’s 
Characters having been called off, it was drumming fiiercely on the 
wooden roof of the Rotunda as Garrick, wand in hand, standing 
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gracefully on the platform beneath a Shakespeare statue, began his 
Jubilee Ode. He wore an elegant gold-laced suit of brown and a 
modish periwig. On cither side of him was the chorus, with the 
orchestra, und^ Dr. Amc, in front, for the Ode was pardy choral. 
Amc*s baton rose. Orchestra and chorus crashed into the prelude. 

To what blest Genius of the Isle 
Shall Gratitude her Tribute pay, 

Decree the festive Day, 

Erect the Statue, and devote the EHle ? . . . 

The music ceased and the noble voice began declaiming. Outside 
the packed Rotunda the rain redoubled its fury. Inside there was 
swaying and heaving; part of a wall collapsed and some benches gave 
way. But amid a rapt hush the magic periods continued, like the voice 
of a demi-god in ecstasy (Boswell) ; 

Now swell at once the choral Song, 

Roll the full Tide of Harmony along; 

Let Rapture sweep the trembling Strings, 

And Fame, expanding all her Wings, 

With all her Trumpet-Tongues proclaim 
The lov'd, rever'd, immortal Name; 

Shakspbare 1 Shaksphakb 1 Shakspeare! 

Let th’ inchanting Sound 
Prom Avon's Shores rebound ... 

Avon’s shores were at that precise moment being turned into a 
swamp by the rapidly rising river. The rain fell ever more heavily. 
Dr. Amc and his troops successfully fought it in a tempest of melody. 

Wild, fiantick with Pleasme, 

They trip it in Measure 
To bring him their Treasure, 

The Treasure of Joy I 

How gay is the Measure, 

How sweet is the Pleasure, 

How great is the Treasure, 

The Treasure of Joy 1 

And so the Ode rose to a triumphant harmonious finale and ceased, 
amid thunders of applause. It was followed immediately by a panegyric 
of Shakespeare, dc^vered by Garrick in rhythmic near-Johnsonian 
prose, combining classical polish with fire and ending with a ringing 
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challenge to any who dare dispute the Swan of Avon’s fame. Upon 
which, by a curious piece of stage-management, the Drury line 
comedian, Mr. King, attired in bluc-and-silver, rose up immediately 
and began a mock-serious denunciation of the Bard, amid indignant 
hoots and catcalls; this item had evidently gone a little wrong, since 
many provincials in the audience did not gather what the gentleman 
in blue was driving at. However, Garrick soon rose again, and in a 
mellifluous poetic Epilogue, addressed to the ladies, brought the 
ceremony to a dose. It had not lacked a few low-comedy mishaps. 
Another bench or two had given way. Some highly-bom posteriors 
met the floor. A rickety door fell on Lord Carlisle. Outside the rain 
awaited patricians and commonalty alike in sheets and torrents, but 
the spirit of the Island Boce was unquenchable. By five o’ dock, after 
another White lion dinner, the assembly was singing glees and catches 
under Garrick’s indefttigable direction: 

Untouched and sacred be thy Shrine, 

Avonian Wnxy, Bard divine I . . . 

Soon after six Signor Angelo touched off his fire-works again, in a 
gallant attempt to carry out the programme, hut the English climate 
won. Fizzy smoke and smell and a few dispirited ‘iUuminated 
Transparcndcs’ drew a meagre crowd. Most of the Beau Monde had 
already returned to their lodgings to rest and dress for the great event 
of the Jubilee, the Grand Masquerade at eleven o’dodc in the Rotunda. 
‘The river was now overflowing, the meadows were a quagmire. 
The Rotunda had to be approached by duckboards. Carriages were 
bogged. It wasallmostuiffortunatc. Butprimed with hot brandy and 
Shakespearean ardour, the nobility and gentry feced the midnight 
music to the number of a thousand*’^ Of these many wore no disguise 
but mask and domino. Not so James Boswell, Esq., who has been fer 
too long in the background of this chapter. Describing (he Jubilee in 
a s^en-column letter to The Lotidon Magazine for October, Mr. 
Boswell spreads himself especially on the Masquerade, to illustrate 
which he supplied a choice engraving of himsdf in costume : 

One of the most remarkable masks upon this occasion was James Boswdl, 
Esq,, in the dress of an armed Corsican Chief. He entered the Amphitheatre 
about twelve o'ebde. He wore a short dark-coloured coat of coarse doth, 
scarlet waistcoat and breeches, and blade spatterdashes ; his cap or bonnet was of 
black doth; on the ftont of it was cmbrdldercd in gold letters Viva U JJberfd^ 

* Op, cit. 
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and on one side of it was a handsome blue feather and cockade, so that it had 
an elegant as well as a warlike appearance. On the breast of his coat was sewed 
a Moor’s head, the crest of Corsica, surrounded with branches of laurel. He 
had also a cartridge-pouch, into which was stuck a stiletto, and on his left side 
a pistol was hung upon the belt of his cartridge-pouch. He had a fusee slung 
across his should^, wore no powder in his liair, but had it plaited at full length 
with a knot of blue ribbons at the end of it. He had, by way of a staff, a very 
curious vine all of one piece, emblematical of the sweet Bard of Avon. He 
wore no mask, saying it was not proper for a gallant Corsican. 

So soon as he came into the room he drew universal attention ... He was 
first accosted by Mn. Garrick, with whom he had a great deal of conversation. 
There was an admirable dialogue between Lord Grosvenor, in the character 
of a Turic, and the Corsican, on the different constitution of the countries so 
opposite to each other—- Despotism and Liberty . . . 

A lot more of it, and then the Boswell Note: 

Mr. Boswell danced bo(h a minuet and a country dance with a very pretty 
lady, Mrs. Sheldon, wife to Captain Shddon, of the 38th of Foot, 

who was dressed in a gented domino, and before she danced threw offher mask. 

There is one interesting incident at the Masquerade which Boswell 
docs not clear up. He had in his pocket a copy of an original forty- 
six-line poetic appeal for Conica, beginning: 

From the rude banks of Golo’s rapid Flood, 

Alas I too deeply ting’d with patriot Blood, 

O'er which, dcgcctcd, injur'd Freedom bends, 

And sighs indignant o’er all Europe sends, 

BchoU a Corsicaiti . . . 

Did he intend to recite his verses to the gay and apparently indomitable 
Rotunda crowd ? Did he intend to have copies printed for distribution t 
One account says he actually began to redte, but was shouted down, 
which is likely; the company had had quite enough poetry. He 
contents himself in The London Magazine by praising his verses as being 
'well suited to the occasion' and preserving 'the true Corsican character'. 

He left Stratford for London the day after this personal triumph, 
abandoning the rest of the limelight — programme ineduding the crown- 
ing of Shakespeare's statue by Garri^, a horse-race in nearly a foot 
of water for the Jubilee Cup, and another dogged night of revelry 
in the Rotunda — to the Profession. He had more luck in getting away, 
apparendyt than some of the Beau Monde, whose ornate coaches were 
stuck in the mud and the bog-holes for hours. 
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From the Public Advertiser of October 4 (contributed) : 

On Simday last General Paoli, accompanied by James Boswell, 
Esq., took an airing in Hyde Park in his coacli. 

The last stand for Corsica was over. A French force of 30,000 under 
Count Vaux had occupied the island to seal its purchase by France in 
May 1768* Paoli, fighting to the last, had managed to make his way to 
Leghorn, and thcncc, saluted by British men-of-war, to take ship to 
London. On the night of September 10, 1769, Boswell introduced him 
to Johnson, who greatly admired the General’s lofty port and easy 
elegance, with 'the brand of the soldier, Vhomme d*dph\ Boswell’s 
gratification was extreme. His better selfwas in command. He was die 
intimate and confidant of two of the noblest characters in Europe, 
brought together by his own exertions. The dissolvent grin of Wi^es 
must have seemed fainter and more faraway than that of the Cheshire 
Cat in her penultimate phase. But it would return. 


8 

It was in this same autumn of 1769 that another dramatic performance 
occurred which, although Boswell gives it scant attention in the Life^ 
shocked the entire Johnsonian circle and the Doctor himself profoundly. 
Joseph Barctti, one of their number, the touchy, highly cultured, 
ferocious-tempered Italian lexicographer and man of letters, ‘my 
Barctti’, of whom Johnson was so strangely fond, was tried at Old 
Bailey for murder. 

BoswcE, to whom it would have given much pleasure to see Barctti 
hanged, and vicc-versa (according to Mrs. Thralc) wastes litdc space on 
the affair. His cool lack of interest robs the Life of a fesdnatingly 
Hogarthian page, swarming with the redoubtable feuna of the Hay- 
market and Leicester Square^ district of the period. I cannot resist 
pausmg a moment to contemplate this litdc drama. The Newgate 
Calendar supplies nearly all its salient features, 

Barctti, in the Old Bailey dock, pleaded not guilty. His statement 
was that a litdc after 4 p.m. on Friday, October 8, having spent the 
day in literary work, dhiefly on the second edition of his Ita li a n - 

^ Leicester Hdds was first called Leicester Square in the, 1720*3, Throughout 
the i8th century both names were used indifferently. It was a ground to he 
avifided after nightfiaH, 
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English dictionary, he strolled to die Royal Academy Club in Gerrard 
Street, Soho, aud waited about half an hour for his friends, warming 
himself at the club-room fire. As nobody came, Baretti left for the 
Orange Coffee-House in die Haymarket, where his letters were 
directed at this time. As he was returning a Htde later up the Hay- 
market to Gerrard Street, some eight or ten yards from the comer of 
Panton Street a woman of the town accosted him, and getting no 
reply, assaulted him viciously. In his pain and fury Baretti struck her 
on the arm. She began instandy to yell and abuse him for a ‘damn’d 
Frenchman and woman-hater’. A passer-by gave him a blow and 
another a shove, a hostile mob sprang up at once — this was in broad 
daylight, wc may recollect, and in the heart of fashionable London — 
and Ae shortsighted Baretti was being dragged off the high pavement 
towards ‘a great puddle’ in the roadway to be ducked and trampled 
on when he got away, beaten and pursued by the mob, and dived 
into a shop in Oxenden Street round Ac comer, where in his confusion 
and terror he knifed one Evan Morgan, who died shortly after. 

Having been rescued by a constable, Baretti, escorted by Ae mob, 
was taken to Bow Street, where Sir John Helding, Ae novelist’s half- 
broAer, committed him forAwiA to Ae Bridewell in Tothill Fields, 
after he had been allowed to send to Gerrard Street for Sir JoAua 
Reynolds and some oAer friends. From Ae ■Westminster prison he 
was taken to Newgate, and on October 20 he appeared at Ae Old 
Bailey. His friends rallied generously to him. Boswdl may sum up; 

Never did suA a constelktion of genius enlighten the aweful Sessions- 
House, emphatically called JusTtCB Hall: Mr, Burke, Mr, Garrick, Mr. 
Beauderk, and Dr. Johnson; and undoubtedly Acir frvourable testimony had 
due weight wiA Ae Court and Jury. Johnson gave his evidence[ as to BareA’s 
character] in a slow, ddibeiate, and distinct manner, whiA was uncommonly 
impressive. It is wA known that Mr. BareA was acqnitted. 

What is not so well known is what actually happened in Oxenden 
Street. The incident of the knifing as reported in Ae Calendar is 
obscure. WheAer Ae victim, Evan Morgan, was one of Ac mob of 
BarcA’s pursuen, or a passen-by, or Ae Aopkeeper, or a looker-on 
inside Ae Aop is not dear. He owed his death, according to Baretti, 
to ‘his own daring impetuosity’, which may possibly identify Morgan — 
a Wdshman, and Aerefore a hornet irasdble as Baretti himstiE— as 
Ae Aopkeeper, stabbed presumably while rushing to Arow Ae 
fugitive out The stabbing was done wiA a pocket fruit-ktdfc, in a 
moment, Baretti confessed, of complete demoralisation. 
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His escape from the steps and the string, as Moll Flanders would 
say, did not sweeten Baretti’s temper noticeably. Having refused a 
;{]ioo-a-year academic post at Dublin he entered the Streatham Place 
household as tutor in Italian to the T’hrale girls in 1773, accompanied 
the Thrales and Johnson to Paris in 1775, and towards the summer of 
1776 turned very odd and cross’ and was frequently rude to Mn. 
Thrale, finally packing his *cloke-bag’ one morning in a violent rage 
and leaving the house. Tlic quarrel, due, according to Baretri, 'to 
insufFicient financial recognition,^ was patched up some four years 
later, but not suffidendy to prevent Baretri from making a venomous 
attack in The European Magazine on Mrs. Thrale after her marriage to 
Piozzi in 1784, and sending his date fnend and employer 'a letter full 
of the most flagrant and bitter insult’. His death in May 1789 moved 
Mrs. Piozzi only to charity. 

Poor Baretri ! I am sincerdy sorry for him, and, as Zanga says, ‘If 1 lament 
thee, sure thy worth was great.’ He was a manly character, at worst, and died, 
as he lived, less like a Christian than a philosopher, refusing all spiritual or 
corporeal assistance.® 

Reynolds’s portrait, painted for the gallery at Streatham Place and 
showing Baretri scowling at a book held some two inches before his 
nose, had moved Mrs. Thrale years before to excuse his oddity in 
playful and nearly prophetic verse: 

Baretri hangs next ; by his frowns you may know him, 

He has lately been reading some new-puhSished poem; 

He finds the poor authour a blockhead, a beast, 

A fool widiout sentiment, judgment, or taste , . . , 

Yet let us be candid, and where shall we find 
So active, so able, so ardent a mind ? 

From which it is clear that this difficnlt character was not completely 
impossible. His atheism, which was of a peculiar kind for a considerable 
man of letters— he did not know, apparently, the author of the Pater 
Noster — docs not seem to have irritated Johnson as Humes and Foote’s 
did But Jolmson s likes and dislikes arc often mysterious. 

^ As lie reserved flic right of coming and going as he pleased, he was paid no 
salary, but r^ved periodical money presents. 

* In a less kindly tribute discovered among her private papers Mrs. Thrale 
applies to Baretri Pope’s lines on Mehelaus in the llitii: 

So bums the vengeful Hornet, soul all o’er . . . 

Untam’d, unrir’d, he turns,' attacks, and stings. 



chapter Five 

LOTHARIO MARRIED 
1 

1770. The rake Boswell is married and reformed at last. For 
more than a year his copybook will be without a blot, his behaviour 
faultless, his settling down to ‘a comfortable life as a married man, 
and a lawyer in practice at the Scotch Bar’, aU that could be wished. 
The quotation is from a letter to Johnson in 1772, the first for many 
montL. Boswell’s effort to live a decent family life and to build up 
his practice is tremendous, like his effort at Utrecht. Mn. Boswell’s 
steadying presence and his father’s and Johnson’s approval are behind 
him. 

Unquestionably, apart from the matter of their cousinship, Miss 
Montgomerie was the best possible wife Boswell could have chosen; 
a quiet, shrewd, level-lieaded, unexciting partner, as wc have already 
noted, and not incapable of heroism — did she not for his sake endure 
three years later the least endurable kind of guest a Scottish housewife 
could be faced with, in the person of the tumultuous and slovenly 
Doctor with his Choctaw habits ? Only one recorded comment was 
wrung from Margaret Boswell, and it is eloquent. ‘I have seen many 
a bear led by a man; I have never before seen a man led by a bear.’ 

Boswell loved and esteemed her unwaveringly, even whm he began 
deceiving her in due course. His diaries arid letters till her death in 
1 789 are full of tender references to her and her children, anxiety for her 
health — she became a tubercular invalid not long after marriage and 
never recovered — acknowledgments of the qualities of ‘my valuable 
Wife’, and gratitude for her hdp and forbearance. She had no easy life 
with James Boswdl, apart from his drunken bouts, but her afection 
r em ai n ed. ‘My dearest Mr. Boswell’, she writes to him a little before 
her death. *My dearest life’, he replies, thanking her for her kind 
letters. The paralld with the Steele minage will readily occur; yet 
Stede, whose life was raffish enough, has, been awarded high marks for 
his attachment to his wife and children, whereas Boswell sdU awaits 
this recognition. Mn. Boswell was, perhaps a trifle unpHable, some- 
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times a trifle grim; but her husband’s feelings for her arc almost 
uxorious, and his remorse at hurting her, as he heq^uendy did, utterly 
sincere. 

However, her trials are not yet, and there is nothing but humdrum 
marital felicity in the house at Chessel’s Buildings in the Canongate. 
Boswell goes daily to his office, is immersed in his work, and drops 
writing even to Johnson for eighteen months; he is the complete 
eighteenth-century Scotch lawyer, like ICankcillour in Kidmpped and 
Stewart in Catriona^ fond of a good plea, a well-drawn deed, his books, 
his bottle, a crack with other lawyer-bodies, and perhaps a round of 
golf on Saturday evenings, though I find no evidence that Boswell 
ever played this rancid game. He still takes pleasure in the society of 
Hume, who is now back in Edinburgh, but his old morbid intro- 
spections and nerve storms arc gone. His father has recently married 
again — another cousin, elderly Miss Elizabeth Boswell of Balmuto — 
and Boswell behaves with careful diplomacy to.wards his bleak step- 
mother, observing with satisfaction to Temple that she shows no signs 
of multiplying. On September i, 1771, he informs Temple that his 
first (legitimate) child is bom and has lived only two hours, a matter of 
deep distress to him and his wife. In September Temple and his vrife 
visit the Boswells and he enjoys ‘hours of dcgaiit firiendship and 
classical sociality*. In August of the next year — a daughter, Veronica, 
has been bom to Boswell meanwhile — ^Paoli comes to Scotland with 
the Polish Ambassador, is shown round by Boswell, and arrives at 
length at Auchmlcck, ‘to the joy of my worthy &ther and me at seeing 
the Corsican Hero in our rqmanrick groves*. Old Auchinleck’s joy 
may be doubted. He had dismissed Paoli some time ago as a ‘land- 
loupin’ scoun* rcl’ as finally as he later dismissed Johnson as ‘Ursa 
Major’ and ‘a dominie, man, an auld dominie— ane that keepit a 
schulc an’ ca’ed it an Academy !* Grim poker-feced politeness to the 
popish landlouper was doubtless the best the judge could 'muster. 
Paoli returned to Edinburgh, slept at the Boswells* house, and left 
again for London, and Boswell duly recorded the entire visit in The 
Scots Magazine, In March 1772 there was an appeal to the Lords firom 
the Court of Session in which Boswell was concerned, and on the 21st 
he was in Johnson’s study again at 7 Johnson’s Court, Fleet Street, being 
warmly greeted. 

Their talk, about a thousand things, is in the Life, To attempt t;o 
skim the cream of it, as I have said before, is not only diflEkult but 
absurd. They went about together, they dined with Paoli and 
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under the sun, and everywhere Boswell drew the Doctor out unweary- 
ingly. What matter if die question be foolish, so long as the great man 
rises to it i The comparison of die showman putting the bear through 
his tricks is obvious enough, and has been freely used. Once again I 
cannot follow die deduction that Boswell was exploiting the Doctor 
for liis own glorification, the more so as the Doctor so frequendy 
made him look a fool. Naturally Boswell’s native egotism is involved, 
for, like every other man, he was not all of a piece; but it is subordinate. 
To dismiss a Bach recital by Casals as a piece of exhibitionism would 
be an insult to an inspired instrument revealing and interpreting a 
master. The tendency to make Boswell merely an exploiter derives, 
I think, firom a puzzled feeling that such a man should not be capable 
of exalted motives; which seems poor enough psychology, since even 
the lowest types of God’s creation, a bawd or a financier or a journalist, 
may be capable of nobility. 

We must not forget what Boswell had to contend against. To 
Wilkes, and in some degree to Hume and Dempster, Johnson in his 
moral aspect was a figure of fuir, a bigoted old fool, a reactionary, 
a clerical, a calotitt, what the intelligentsia today would naturally label 
a fascist, since Johnson often went into a church widiout the intendon 
of burning it down; a type who believed, talked, and practised the 
kind of obsolete nonsense no man of intelligence who admitted Progress 
could possibly endure. Every time Boswell supped with Wilkes I do 
not doubt that he had to put up with a stream of exquisite raillery 
on this topic; yet he stuck to Johnson, and paraded bis devotion to 
Johnson, and openly revered him, despite ‘my classical friend’. Hume’s 
attitude to Johnson was consistendy illiberal, as BoswcE puts it; he 
would hardly speak enthusiastically of a man who detested and 
challenged his most cherished sophistries, Dempster, early in the Life, 
is represented as admiring Johnson’s conversation, at least by hearsay. 
He was a vaguer and less a^rcssive type than the other two, and found 
it easy to compromise, the more so as Johnson apparently did not 
object, after that first revulsion, to His company. 

I ask to be excused again for believing that against three such 
antagonist forces only a noble and exalted motive could prevail, and 
that Carlyle is right; That streak of pure gold in this unfortunate 
fdlow’s composition is the secret of ids attachment to Johnson. As 
for the Life and the immense labour which went to produce it, we 
Inay find an explanation ptesendy. 
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One of die richest stretches of the Life embraces the years 1772-3. 
In 1772 the intimacy between Boswell and Johnson was at its height. 
The talk was varied and magnificent, like the company. On Good 
Friday, finding Johnson occupied with his folio Greek Testament, 
Boswell ‘beheld him with reverential awe, and would not intrude 
upon his time*. A week or so later, having introduced 'some of the 
usual arguments for drinking*, as he was fond of doing ever since the 
Sage had left off wine, he earned a smart rap over the knuckles. He 
presents Johnson’s interloaitor simply as 'a gentleman’, an incognito 
he occasionally assumes in such circumstances: 

‘You know, Sir, drinking drives away care, and makes us forget whatever 
is disagreeable. Would you not allow a man to drink for that reason ?’ Johnson. 
‘Yes, Sir, if he sat next yo«.’ 

Johnson*s facial expression is not recorded. He may have said it 
with a smile. Many of the rebuflfs Boswell received from him, which 
seem unkind in cold print, may actually have been no more bntsquc 
or harsh than the box on the car a cat gives her favourite kitten, and I 
think a great many of Johnson’s bullyings would sound quite differently 
had we been able to sec his free. It is to be noted incidentally that of 
Boswell’s two darling vices, he brings up drink for discussion frequently 
hut lechery only once or twice, on one of which occasions he demurely 
agrees widi Johnson that it produces nothing but misery. Had Johnson 
discovered anything of Boswell’s other life there would have been far 
more than a passing rap to record. 

However, at the moment Boswell was behaving himself quite well, 
and a rap from the Doctor, playful or not, need not perturb him unduly. 
On Monday, April 20, his di^ records that he met Wilkes again — 
for the first time, apparently, since his Paris visit, and whether by 
accident is not dear — at the Lord Mayor’s banquet, and sat next to 
him; Wilkes rallied him gaily on his new respectability. Boswell 
retorted equally gaily that he was now a Scotch married man, a 
Scotch lawyer, and a Scotch laird. They at once resumed their old 
cordiality, though they do not seem to have met again during this 
particular London visit of Boswell’s; perhaps because Wilkes was now 
a very busy public man, perhaps because Boswdl was really trying to 
reform. 

Certaiidy his admir^on for Wilkes had not lessened. Hisgayfiiend 
had become a more spectacular public figure than ever,, with fanatijcal 
supporters all over country and even abroad. Having returned . 
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from exile to be elected M.P. for Middlesex in March 1768, to the 
riotous joy of the mob, which forced half London to illuminate and 
had to be fired on by the troops, Wilkes elaborately surrendered 
himself to justice. His oudawry was reversed first of all by Chief 
Justice Lord Mansfield, influenced possibly by the Government's 
sweating anxiety to deprive Wilkes as far as possible of the halo of 
martyrdom, under a providential subdety of British Law.^ On the 
charges of seditious and criminal Hbel a bothered judge of the King's 
Bendi was forced to commit Wilkes to a comfortable apartment in 
the King's Bench Prison for twenty-two months, enabling him to give 
roUicki^ supper-parties to his mistresses and his friends, who instandy 
paid the rnddenti jQifOOo fine. Here, amid a constant stream of 
congratulations and hampers of luxuries and gifts of all sorts, the 
jovial Wilkes and his supporters planned further embarrassments for 
Court and Government. By 1772 he had been elected for Middlesex 
three times more and been each time repudiated by die Commons, 
the last time permanendy. He had won the powerful backing of 
Chatham and Junius’, upset the Ministry, and been elected an Aider- 
man of the City of London, whose enormously wealthy merchants 
were traditionally and anti-Court. 

For his services as Alderman of the Ward of Parringdon and Sheriff, 
Wilkes had since been presented with a silver cup worth £100 by 
the Common Council. His debts had been paid in frdl by his admirers, 
and his power over public opinion, as it is called, was such that Benjamin 
Franklin observed at this time that had Wilkes been a good man and 
the King a bad one, George HI would have been off his throne. The 
over-ambitious yoimg King himself recognised *thc Devil WiUccs' 
as a personal and redoubtable enemy. Wilkes parried the Royal hate 
with mocking aplomb and his mots flew round the town. *Pray, 
Madam, do not ^ me*, he said to a lady of fashion who invited him 
to a card-party. *I am too ignorant to distinguish between a king and 
a knave.’ One can hear the stamping of the Royal foot from here. 

Radicalism and republicanism, at any rate in theory, were Wilkes’s 
‘platform' at this period, as we perceive; but his tongue was often in 
his (heck, and any earnest Left Winger of today would turn in fiiry 
from an enemy of tyranny whose comments on modem Left Wing 

^ A flaw was discovered m the Sheriffs writ. Instead of reading **at the County 
Court for the County of Middlesex** it should have read the 03 unty Court 
of Middlesex' for the County of Middlesex.*’ This blunder made the outlawry 
decree nuU and void. 
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totalitarianism would be interesting. Moreover Wilkeses politics were 
to change in due course. In the 1780’s he veered to what was almost 
Tory Imperialism, and in the 1790*5 nobody denounced the ‘bloody 
mobocracy* of the French Revolution more forcibly. But even in his 
demagogic period Wilkes never cherished the naive modem illusion 
that you usher in millennium by changing the Constitution. 

So Wilkes in 1772 was courted and flattered more than ever. His 
picture himg in every printshop and every alehouse. Ladies of fiishion 
carried his squinting image engraved or painted on watches and fans 
and brooches and patch-boxes, beaux tapped it on their snuiE-boxes; 
it adorned jugs and mugs, teapots and punch-bowls, and was nobly 
apotheosised in Battersea enamel and Chelsea porcelain, with attendant 
Cupids. In France all the philosophers and smart ladies acclaimed him. 
In America children were christened after him and his health was 
drunk annually under the liberty Tree at Boston, Mass, South 
Carolina contributed ^i^soo to pay off his debts, North Carolina 
named a coimty after him. One might imagine this public idol bad 
not much time for people like Boswell now, but there is abundant 
evidence that Wilkes in his shorc-lived glory never dropped anyone 
who amused him as Boswell did. And Bosvvell*s company would be 
all the more diverting since Johnson’s recent gallop to the Government’s 
aid with his anti-Wilkes broadside The False ^arm, of which production 
Boswell remarks in the Life that even his vast powers were inadequate 
to cope with constitutioi^ truth and reason, and his argument failed’, 
despite the ‘extreme coarseness of contemptuous abuse* Johnson 
employed against Wilkes. To quote ftom such an attack in the 
disciple’s chuckling presence, with appropriate comment, would be 
a pleasure few wits in such circumstances could deprive themselves of. 

However, Boswell seems to have kept away from him during this 
visit, and wc remind ourselves that he was quccrly capable of taking a 
definite line for a brief period, and sticking to it. 

Before leaving London in August he renewed his attempt to get 
Johnson to visit Scotland, a proposal which had been hanging in the 
air rcccndy. The Doctor wrote to him on August 31 regrettihg that 
the ‘state of my body* was not equal to his ‘pleasing expectations’, but 
c3q)rcssing hopes for the following year, ‘for I am very sincere in my 
design to pay the visit, and take the ramble’. With this promise to 
brace him Boswell returned to his legal work, to the study of Scottish 
feudalism, and to the composition of a paruphlct which I have not 
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read, eirdtlcd Reflections on the Bankruptcies in Scotland, In the February 
following we £uiJ Iiim at a masked ball in Edinburgh given by Sir 
Alexander Macdonald of Slcat and attended by seventy ‘Persons of 
Quality*. The Macdonald was a connection of Boswell’s, having 
married his Yorkshire relative and one-time love, Miss Bosvillc; his 
skinflint behaviour in Skye will in due course be the only blot on a 
perfect experience. 

April 2, 1773, found Boswell in London again. Late on the night of 
Aprfl 3 he is drinkiug tea with blind old Mrs. Williams in the house 
in Johnsons Court^ and waiting for the Doctor to come home; the 
privilege he had formerly envied Goldsmith is now a commonplace. 
April 9 being Good Friday, he breakfasted with Johnson on milkless 
tea and cross-buns, attended Morning Service with him at St. Clement 
Danes, and, festiug, turned over Johnson’s books on their return; the 
Established Church had not yet borrowed the Good Friday devotion 
of die Three Hours from die Jesuits. The ‘tremuloas earnestness* of 
Johnsons piety impressed him forcibly. In the evening they attended 
church again, Johnson's pew, numbered 18 in the north gallery, close 
to the pdpit, to suit his hearing, was blasted with its brass memorial- 
plate from the earth by German bombs in 1940* 

That Easter Sunday a piquant new experience fell to Boswell, 
Johnson invited him home to dinner, 1 generally have a meat-pye 
on Sunday,* the Doctor explained. It is baked at a publick oven, 
which is very properly allowed, because one man can attend it; and 
thus the advantage is obtained of not keeping servants from church to 
dress dinners.* Boswell's description of tlic Easter Sunday meal is well 
known. 

I had gratified my curiosity much in dining with Jean Jacques Rousseau, 
while he lived in the wilds of Neufchatel ; I had as great a amosity to dine with 
Da. Samuel Johkson, in the dusky recess of a court in Heet-strect. I supposed 
we should scarcely have knives and forb, and only some strange, uncouth, 
ill-drcst dish: but I frund everything in very good order . . . We had a very 
good soup, a boiled leg of lamb and spinach, a veal pye, and a rice pudding,® 

No doubt the Doctor had been fijUy aware of this amused curiosity ' 
and had taken steps accordingly. A dull jape of Foote's connecting 
*black broth* with Frank, the Doctor’s negro servant, had friled to 

, ^ This court, which was not named afl«r Dr. Johnson, stands on the north tide 
of Hect Street, bdiind Anderton’s Hotel. 

* His diary adds; **Picklcd Walnuts and Onions — Porter .and Port wine.*’* 
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materialise. Only Mrs. Williams and a young woman wlioni I did 
not know* dined with them. Ofjohnson’s other quarrelsome pensioners 
at this time Levett, the silent, meritorious quack, Hved in riie garret, 
Mrs. Desmoulins had her own room. On the Tuesday following 
Johnson and BoswcU dined with Goldsmith at General Oglethorpe’s 
and afterwards drank tea with the ladies, and Goldsmith sang two songs 
from She Stoops to Conquer, after which Johnson accompanied Boswell 
to his lodgings in Piccadilly and stayed, drinking tea, till a late hour. 
They dined togetlier subsequently at Paoli’s, at Thrale’s, and at Ogle- 
thorpe’s again. And then arrived a memorable evening, Friday, April 
30, when they dined at Beauderk’s house with Lord Charlemont, 
Reynolds, and some other members of the Literary Club; for on this 
evening Boswell was to be proposed for the Club, a very great honour 
indeed. 

This exclusive gathering of notable men was now nine years old. 
Its foundation memben, whose numbers were soon greatly extended, 
were Johnson, Reynolds, Burke, Nugent, Bcauderk, Langton, 
Goldsmith, Chamier, and Hawkins. They supped one evening a week, 
at this period, at the Turk’s Head tavern in Grerrard Street, Soho, 
and continued their conversation till ‘a pretty late hour*. Boswell's 
chances of getting into the Club (one blade ball exduded, and Garrick 
nearly missed dcction owing to his arrogance) were by no means good 
on the face of it; but Johnson was determined that he diould be elected, 
with Bcauderk's help, despite the amiable doubts of Burke and the 
less amiable jealousies of Goldsmith and Garrick. Later, in Scotland, 
Johnson revealed that the members were wcU aware that if they black- 
balled Boswell he would have taken care they never got another man 
in. 

After dinner at Beauderk’s the members departed to take the ballot, 
leaving Boswell to be entertained by Lady Diana Beauclcrk, whose 
beauty, brains, and charm could hardly still his tremors. At length, 
receiving the message so ardendy desired, he took a coach forthwith 
to Gcrrard Street, where Johnson, leaning over a chair, ‘widx humorous 
formality gave me a charge, pointing out the conduct esjpected from 
me as a good member of the Club*. It is not difficult to guess the 
trend of this semi-serious homily. The entire' Club had probably 
besieged Johnson feverishly. 

So Boswell was now a member of The Club, and had a right to be 
proud. The Club still exbts, and is more sodally exdusiye today, 
perhaps, than its founders intended. Some years ago it found Gilbert 
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Keitli Chesterton's joyous pride in his middle-class origin too much 
for delicate stomachs, so the candidature of that great man, the best 
intellectual talker since Johnson, fell through. 

On Tuesday, May 10, Boswell returned to Edinburgh, having 
filled many pages of his journal with rich Johnsoniana, having heard 
the Doctor slander the charming Lady Diana in a careless moment, 
and having witnessed that remarkable scene of Johnson’s roaring bout 
of midnight laughter in Fleet Street which he records with such 
consummate skiU. This time he went home in sprighdy anticipation. 
One of the two happiest periods of his life was to follow. 


2 

It was an elate and exulting disdplc who strutted arm-in-arm with 
Dr. Johnson up through the dusky effluvia of the High Street of 
Edinburgh on the night of Saturday, August 14, 1773* from Boyd’s 
Inn, Canongate, to Boswell’s new apartments in James’s Court. The 
almost unimaginable had come to pass. The indolent Doctor who 
lay abed daily till noon, detested any form of physical exercise, and 
swore that no life existed outside London, had been induced to heave 
his huge torso into a succession of post-chaises as a prelude to an 
expedition among the savage aboriginals of wild and rocky wastes 
as remote firom the ordinary Englishman's experience as Hy-Brasil 
or the Moon; for which purpose he had bought two pistols, with 
gunpowder and bullets. 

The impact of the Doctor’s apparition on Mn. Boswell, waiting 
apprehensively at her tea-table, was tremendous and unpleasant. We 
Imow exaedy what he looked like that night. Lord Auchinlcck’s 
‘Ursa Major’ is an admirable footnote to his son’s description: 

He wore a full suit of plain brown dolhcs, widi twisted-hair buttons of the 
same colour, a large busby greyish wig, a plain shirt, black worsted stockings, 
and silver buddes. Upon this tour, when journeying, he wore boots, and a 
very wide brown dodi great-coat, with podtets wHch might almost have held 
die two volumes of his folio Dictionary; and he carried in his hand a large 
English oak stick. 

A bear, Mrs, Boswell agreed; an enormous, peering, rumbling, 
grimacing, and not very dcanly bear* whose tumultuous courtesy 
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to his Iiostess, in whom he at once recognised a gentlewoman, failed 
to offset the uncivilised lubits he almost immediately revealed, such 
as demanding and swilling tea in enormous quantities day and night, 
gorging his food with distended veins, flicking lighted caudles over the 
carpet to make them bum better, keeping the servants up, lecturing at 
all hours, and rolling and grunting in the best bed till die sun was high. 
Actually Mrs. Boswell had disliked the Doctor long before she met 
him for his strange influence over her husband, to whom he stood for 
the lure of London and periodical escapes firom domesticity. Politeness 
Johnson certainly got from Margaret Boswell, but no more, and he 
always knew it. Her stiflf Scots backbone was not a little to blame. 
Other women foimd him captivating. Thejohnson whose playfulness 
so often delighted Fanny Burney and Mrs. Thrale, whose merriment 
entranced Hannah More, that unofficial maiden atmt of the Established 
Church, never appeared chez BoswelL I think Mn. Boswell froze the 
Doctor at first glmcc with a cold Scots eye and he never recovered. 
The fault is as much hers as his, and I am not disposed to regard her 
quite as the martyr some authorities do. Mrs. Thrale, who endured 
Johnson infinitely more, did so gaily to the utmost limit of patience, 
and always recognised the greatness of her awkward guest 
Since one of the most delicious books of travd-entertainment ever 
written is at everybody’s hand, I do not propose to sketch a prdds 
of Boswell’s Journal of a Tout to the Hebrides, which came out in 1785, 
the year after Johnson’s death; for the Doctor had frowned on its 
publication during his lifetime, partly because of its personal nature, 
partly, as BosweU wrote to Temple, because ‘between ourselves, he is 
not apt to encourage one to share reputation with himself’, and 
consi^red his own Journey fo the Western Islands of Scotland (1775) 
vastly more important. The diffi^rcncc between th^ two books is, 

I think, that one esteems Jolmson*s, but one loves Boswell’s. The one is 
full of grave, sound observation and shrewd reasoning; the other 
vibrates with pleasure and life and colour and amusement, frank 
sdf-rcvelatibn and picaresque incident. The account of the wanderings 
and escape of Prince Charles Edward after Cullodcn alone is a little 
masterpiece, shot suhdy through with that pain for a lost and noble 
dream which every decent Scotsman fcds, but which few admit, 
yet never tinged with that tinsel romanticism with which the Whigs, 
inspired by dxeir master the Devil, have so cleverly enveloped the 
Stuart Cause, as Mr. .Compton Mackenzie Las remarked, turning it 
into a frirytJe for greensick girls. Despite Boswell’s care to un d erline 
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Ills allegiance to Hanover — as wc sliall sec later, he approached George 
in himself on the delicate matter of naming ‘The Wanderer' — we 
guess what higher and finer loyalties quicken his pulse as he contem- 
plates the vision of the gracious, gallant youth who could have done so 
much for Scotland (‘Oh, God ! Poor Scotland !’), and for England, too. 
If Boswell’s spirit ever revisits the Highlands, I think it must hover 
longest over the memorial dbapel on the green slope above Loch Shiel, 
where the west door stands always open and a tablet on the wall 
invites all true hearts that pass by to say a prayer for the repose of the 
soul of Charles Edward Stuart. 

Boswell started north with Johnson on Wednesday, August 18, 
after prevailing on the Doctor to leave his pistols behind (a pity there 
was no battle with the hairy brigands Johnson imagined in the high 
hills; Stevenson could probably not have bettered Boswell’s account). 
They returned on Tuesday, November 9, to Edinburgh, where 
Johnson dawdled away a fortnight more before taking the coach for 
London, They had gone by vny of St. Andrew’s, Aberdeen, Inverness, 
and Fort Augustus to the Hebrides, visited Skye, Rasay, Col, Mull, 
Inchkenneth, Iona, and IcolmkiU, and come thence through Argyle- 
shire by Loch Lomond and Dumbarton to Glasgow, and so, by 
way of Auchinlccfc, back to Edinburgh. Johnson thus saw ‘the four 
Universities of Scotland, its three principal dties, and as much of the 
Highland and insular life as was sufficient for his philosophical 
contemplation’. 

To choose one’s favourite passage firom the Journal is not easy. 
What more agreeable than the night-piece of the Atlantic storm 
which caught their boat between Sk)te and Mull, with BosyteU 
h a n g i ng on like grim death to a rope they. had given him to haul on, 
to keep him qmet, though he well knew it was merely festened to the 
mast J Or the relation of the great all-night drinldng-bout and the wild 
Gaelic dances at Corrichataclfc xmder ffie Red HiUs i Or the dinner- 
scene at Inverary Castle, where the Duchess of Argyle treats Boswell 
with such icy and ill-mannered hauteur ? Or the glimpse of Dr, 
Johnson that night at Col when he ‘stratted about the room with a 
broadsword and target, and made a formidable appearance’, increased 
by the large blue Highland bonnet Boswell took the liberty of clapping 
on that redoubtable binhy grey wig i Or the gay hospitality, the songs 
and reds at the Madep^’ in Rasay t Or ^t tremendous dash at 
Auchinleck of which Boswell says, ‘I cannot be certain whether it was 
on this day, or a former, that Dr. Johnson and my father came into 
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collision’, and the tactful curtain he drops on all but one incident of 
that memorable row? Or the vivid full-length portrait, stroke by 
stroke, of a typical Highland gentleman, Madeod of Rasay ? 

He was now years of age, hale, and well proportioned, — ^with a 

manly countenance, tannai by the weather, , yet having a ruddiness in his 
cheeks, over which a great part of his rough beard extended. His eye was 
quick and lively, yet his look was not fierce, and he appeared at once firm and 
good-humoured. He wore a pair of brogues, — Tartan hose which came up 
only near to his knees, and left them hare, — a purple camblct kilt, — a black 
waistcoat, — a short green cbth coat bound with gold cord, — a yellowish bushy 
wig — a large blue bonnet with a gold thread button. 

And what, among a score more notable passages, of the companion- 
portrait of Macdonald of Kingsburgh? 

He had his Tartan plaid thrown about him, a large blue bonnet with a knot 
of black ribband like a cockade, a brown short coat of a kind of duffil, a Tartan 
waistcoat with gold buttons and gold button-holes, a bluish philab^, and 
Tartan hose. He had jetrblack hair tied behind, and was a large stately man, 
a steady sensible countenance. 

If a small disappointment may be admitted, one could wish it had 
been possible for Boswell to be more enchanted by Kingsburgh's 
wife, ^the celebrated Miss Flora Macdonald’. Perhaps, like most of us, 
he imagined in advice a comely, strapping, high-cheekboned, 
high-colourcd creature, romantic even in middle age. The heroine 
of the ’45 turned out to be merely 'a little woman, of a genteel appear- 
ance, and uncommonly mild and wdl-brcd’.^ Johnson, the Stafford- 
shire Tory, a Jacobite’s son, half a Jacobite himself, paints a slightly 
warmer portrait. , *Flora Macdoitald^ a name that will be mentioned 
in history, and, if courage and fidelity be virtues, mentioned widi 
honour. She is a woman of middle stature, soft features, gentle manners, 
and elegant presence/ Possibly they were both a trifle disilliisioned. 

I fou^ it strangely impossible, wMc following the traces of Johnson 
and Boswell here and there in the Highlands a little time ago, to avoid 
seeing two other old fiiends, two half-glimpsed shades; hovering 
constantly in tbetr background. How pleasant had it been possible, 
for the Doctor to encounter Alan Breck Stewart and David Balfour 
lurkir^ in the heather ! But in terms of time alone this agreeable 

^ Madness may liave been accentuated by depresdou. The Macdonalds, in 
low water financially, were on fiie eve of emigratiDg to America, ‘ 
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fantasy would be impracticable. In 1773 die Chevalier Stewart, if 
alive, would be an elderly, greying exile, his dangerous missions over 
for good, attending the aged Ardshiel at ^Melons in the Isle of France* 
and brooding on the la^t news from Rome, where the beloved 
unhappy Prince, having recently married the hussy Louise of Stolberg, 
was Ending intermittent consolation for disappointments, disillusions, 
and despairs in the brandy-botde, surrounded by spies of the British 
Government By 1773 Cluny*s Cage on Ben Alder would be in ruins 
and overgrown, Cluny himself dead in France long since, and David 
Balfour and his Catriona playing, perhaps, with their first grandchild 
in the House of Shaws. 

Johnson and Boswell actually touched the fringes of the Appin 
country once, during their visit to MulL The murder of the Red Fox, 
Colin Roy Campbell of Glcnurc, was still a topic in the 1770*5 of all 
that countryside, and then, as today, no native would ever reveal the 
murderer’s identity. Though Boswell makes no mention of the 
Appin murder and is suitably awed by the magnificence of the great 
Argyle, he twice reports a strong distaste for Campbells wbicb infallibly 
recalls Kidmppecl. M’Lean of Comeck buys the lease of a part of Col 
belonging to Argyle at ‘a very advanced rate, rather than let the 
Campbells get a footing in die island*. Scolding a servant, Sir Allan 
M’L^ of Inch Kcmieth crushes him with: ‘I believe you arc a 
Campbell /’ Could Alan Breck have wished for more ? 

The Journal is, as I have said, a happy book. Apart from the 
Corsican journal, it records the only continuous period in Boswell’s 
history when he was firec alike from melancholia and ignoble weak- 
nesses, barring that carouse at Corrichatatcliin for which the Doctor 
(’You drunken dog !*) so indulgently forgave him. In Corsica he had 
been under the golden influence of PaoU ; in the Hebrides he had Johnson 
all to hiimclf, the Rambler in holiday mood, die honoured and 
courteous guest, the smiling, shrewd, and sometimes blunt observer. 
They quarrelled only once, and a brief and childish fit of petulance in 
Johnson was solely to blame. They savoured alike the ducal luxury 
of Invera^ and the squalor of Highland inns like the hovel at Glenelg. 
They dined or supped with peers, chieftains, scholars, lawyers, clergy- 
men, soldiers, and burgesses. Only once did they encounter a scrubby 
host; BpswcU’s relation by marriage, Sir Alexander Macdonald of 
Sleat. Only once were they lacking in the duties of guests, when they 
made themsdves ddiberatdy some hours late for dinner at Sir John 
Dalrymple’s of Cranston. Perhaps the jocularity Bos\>^ reports 
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between them on this occasion is not the best o£ maimers, nor his 
excuse, tliat Dalrympk had sneered at Johnson, strong enough. But 
tliis incident, like other indiscretions scattered through the Journal, is 
merely the essential Boswell and does not spoil a masterpiece. Such 
lapses helped to inacase a growing reputation for fccklessness in 
Edinburgh legal and social drdes, doubtless, but the Scots newspapers 
and magazine did not rise against the Journal in one compact mass of 
Knoxian wrath as they had done against Johnson’s Journey, diough 
the wits derived a little mild fun horn the softening, for the second 
edition, of a too-candid account of Sir Alexander Macdonald’s 
meanness, which account itself apparently replaced, while die first 
edition was actually being printed off, a still more scathing passage 
hastily suppressed. Eventually Boswell was forced to deny, in The 
Gentkmati’s Magazine, that Sir Alexander had ordered him with threats 
to make a correction. 

What the cultivated public thought of the Journal, despite a few 
snarls firom the critics, is shown by the fact that in three months it ran 
through ttv'o editions, and a third followed in August 1786. In 1787 
a German edition was almost equally successful It does not detract 
much from Boswell’s achievement to recognise the contribution to it 
made by Edmund Malone. By cahirg on this quiet, amiable^ Irish 
barrister, scholar, and critic, a member of the literary dub greatly 
esteemed by Johnson, to read his manuscript (and later, that of the 
Life) for the press, Boswell did a very wise thing, and his acknowledg- 
ment stands for ever in his prefrees. Malone’s frrst^tion copy of the 
Journal, now in the Ubraty of that eminent Johnsonian, Mr. R, B, 
Adam of Bufi&lo, shows to some extent, from Malone’s own marginal 
and other notes for the second edition, what bis contribution was. 
Boswell supplied the material, the writing, the style, the genius; 
Malone removed a number of Scotticisms and other indegandes and 
suggested correctious, and, most valuable of aU., advised on the 
arrangement of the material; for Boswell, as we know, was no great 
hand at system or order. So it is chiefly to Malone tiiat we owe the 
smooth continuity of the Journal and thel,i/e alike. From his ‘revision’, 
as Boswell calls it, the auflior sometimes diflered totally and went his 
own way, not always wrongly. His printed tributes to Malone ate 
just and necessary, yet far from complete, for that modest man, who 

^ ^*Too soft jbi his manners/’ the comioiseiir Boswell once remailxd to 
Fatington* ILA*, to be *‘a fiivourite of die Ladies/' A Miss Bover refused Malcmc's 
hand in 1795. 
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sliranlc fi:om daiinmg any share in BoswcU*s triumph, worked with 
Boswdl daily over a long period. 

A triumph the Jotmial undoubtedly is. Some connoisseurs rank it 
higher as a work of art than the Life, even. From its pa^ one perceives 
Boswell to be already a master. As a picture of a vanished Highlands 
(but even then emigration to America and Canada was draining and 
destroying them) the Journal is a valuable document, apart from its 
disCTeet decorations of history and archaeology. As a living, breathing 
picture of Johnson in all his moods it is almost perfect; as a picture of 
Boswell at his best and happiest (‘There is no house*, wrote 

Johnson to Mrs. Thrale, ‘where he is not received with kindness and 
respect. He has better faculties than I had imagined; more justness of 
discernment, and more fecundity of images/) it has a certain pathos. 
Facing his last p^e is a promise to the public of an even greater treat 
to come. 

i 

Preparing for the Press, in one Vohmte ^juarto, 

THE LIFE OF SAMUEL JOHNSON, UJ>., 

by JAMES BOSWHIX, BSQ., 

Mr. Boswell has been collecting materials for this work for more than twenty 
years, during which he was honoured with the intimate friendship of Dr, 
Johnson . . . 

The great work, which will occupy his sober hours for the next six 
years, will contain the ‘most authmtick accounts* obtainable, from 
those who knew the Doctor best, together with ‘many sketches of his 
conversation on a multiplicity of subjects* and a great number of letters. 
The advertisement ends, with prophetic accuracy; ‘He is confident that 
the publication of the whole of Dr. Johnson*s epistolary correspondence 
will do him the highest honour/ 

Well for him if he could have stayed on those sunlit, bradng uplands 
of moral and physical healdi and happiness he attained during the 
Hebrides tour. But almost before the rumble ofJohnson*s coach-wheels 
on the road to London was out of hearing Boswell returned to his 
wallow, and the shadows ro-enveloped him. 
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It was sixtcca months before he got to London again, Edinburgh's 
dullness and the daily l^al grind brought on melancholy, which drove 
him to the botde which increased it All through 1774 his private 
papers record fiequent drinking-bouts, with a frequent sequel on the 
streets. Mrs, Boswell had to nurse him each time back to sobriety, to 
listen to his groans and implorations, and, once, to dodge a candlesricfc 
he threw at her. His remorse after each occasion was tearful and 
eloquent, his debauches were soon renewed, and his business began at 
len^ to suffer. Some idea of the kind of lawyer he was becoming is 
demonstrated by his conduct of tic case of a shecpstealcr named John 
Reid, found ghlty and sentenced to death. Reid became Boswdl's 
idiejixe. When his hard work for a reprieve failed, he visited his client 
in prison daily, drank whisky with him, evolved a wonderful plan 
for cutting him down alive and getting doctors to restore him, 
attended him at length to the gallows (for which ceremony the con- 
demned man wore shroud and nightcap, as the ghastly custom often 
was), got him a kst glass of wine to drink the company*s health, saw 
him swing off and hang three-quarters of an hour, and finally just 
escaped a dud with the son of the Lordjustice-Clcrk by writing a foolish 
paragraph in the newspapers on the case; fortunately for Bosrwdl, a 
written apology settled it There was humanity and kindness mixed 
in this behaviour. There was also, plainly, a kind of crazy ohsessionu 

In March 1775 he was in London again, seeing Johnson and another 
old friend. Let us return for a moment to the Island of MuU on the 
morning of Thursday, October ai, 1773, and listen to the booming 
voice of Johnson, who is discussing City afl&irs, a trifle prematurdy. 

It is wonderful to think that all the force of government was required to 
prevent ^^Ikes &om being chosen die chief magistcatc of London, though 
the liverymen knew he would rob Aeir shops,— knew he would debauch thor 
daughters. 

Twdve years later, publishing the Journal^ Boswdl is apologising 
to his gay friend for this remark. 

I think it incumbent on me to make some observation cm this s trong sadtical 
rally on my classical companion, Mr* Wilk». Reporting it lately from 
memory, in his presence, I express^ it thus:— *Tbiey knew ho would tob 
thdr shops, (f he hrst; they knew he would debauch thdr .daug^tra, if he 
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Johnson; but on looking into my Jour^, I found it as above, and would by 
no means make any addition. Adi. Wilkes received both readings with a good 
humour that I cannot enough admire. Indeed, both he and I ... are too fond 
of a bon mot not to rdish it, though we should be ourselves the object of it. 

Let me add, injustice to the gentleman here mentioned, that at a subsequent 
period he was elected chief magistrate of London, and discharged the duties of 
that high oflSce with great honour to himself, and advantage to the City. 

Which will remind us that since wc last saw Wilkes he has made 
more conquests, and that Boswell’s admiration for him is still as keen. 

In 1775 Mr. Alderman Wilkes was in his second year as Lord Mayor 
of London, after outwitting the Court party among the Aldermen 
in three desperate attempts to over-ride a rtiajority-poU. The feat must 
have diverted him not a little. Though ILavenscroft’s bawdy Restora- 
tion comedy The London Cufkolds was no longer ritually performed at 
Drury Lane on the evening of every Lord Mayor’s Day — Garrick 
had abolished it some years before in favour of Lillo^s moral melodrama 
of a City apprentice, George Barnwell— tixe new Chief Magistrate of 
London, surveying the for-trimmed purple pomp of the consCTipt 
Fathers, could hardly help equipping more than one portentous, 
disapproving, bob-wigged head in fancy with the traditional set of 
antlers. Mr. Wilkes, Head Cit. Mr. Wilkes, Master-Cuckold. A wit 
of less breeding would have laughed till the Guildhall echoed, I think. 

The Lord Mayor* s procession of 1774 has been described, by those 
who love to coin a ph^, as a Roman triumph. It was a Thames 
spectacle, and both river-banks were packed with jubflant mobs, 
cheering their idol hoarse as the State barges passed from Queenhithe 
to Westminster and pelting the bourgeoisie with garbage with more 
than their traditional vim. At the ensuing Guildhall banquet there were 
many high empty places. A mysterious epidemic had swept the West 
End of town and their Royal Highnesses of Gloucester and 
Cumberland, together with the Lord Chancellor, the Chief Justices, 
the Archbishops and Bishops, tlie Secretaries of State, and most of foe 
leading nobility had found themselves forced to dedinc my Lord 
Mayor Wilkes’s invitation; at which my Lord Mayor grinned all foe 
more pleasantly. He was soon to make his office a social as wdl as a 
political triumph. .In foe year following the Archbishop of Canterbury 
and five other bishops dined wifo him at foe Mansion House and foe, 
pick of frshionable Society enjoyed his splendid entertainment at foe 
Easter BaR *City hospitality’ took on a, new meaning, and Wilkes 
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himsdf, till now ‘thin as a shottcn herring*^ was able to point merrily 
before long to belly truly aldecmaiiic/ 

His bdoved daughter Polly acted as his hostess. In the background, 
for he was careful to keep them apart, was his latest mistress-in-chief, 
MariannenGencivicvc Ch^illon, an ex-Parisian of Swiss extraction, 
long since setded in London, who has her niche in the history of the 
higher prostitution, Not many horizontaks of the period could boast of 
having had Casanova arrested for molestation*^ As with the Corradini, 
Wilkes had to keep Mile Charpillon's relatives as well during their four 
years' liaison, for her mother, her grandmother, and herself— ‘three 
generations of solid professional talent*, as somebody remarked— 
were inseparable. 

A fortnight after taking office Lord Mayor Wilkes, having been 
elected M,P. for Middlesex once again, entered Parliament in triumph 
as the leader of a party of a dozen, the Wilhites, to whom he always 
swore he did not bdong. His record as Alderman and Sheriff had been 
good. He had really earned public plaudits by checking profiteering 
on the corn-market, fighting the widespread abuse of the press-gang 
system, and bettering, to some extent, the condition of Old Bailey 
accused and other prisoners. He carried the same energy into 
Parliament, where he began at once to preach the cause of the American 
colonists, then backed by the City, with such tireless vigour that he 
became in due course a bore, and, as national sentiment changed and 
ffie Court and the Jingoes prevailed, a back-number. 

But in April 1775, when his second Guildhall banquet came round, 
Wilkes was firmly in the saddle, and his invitations were cagedy 
snapped up. Boswell was among his important guests, and woke next 
day with a royal headache, for Wilkes had patriotically banned French 
wines firom the Guildhall table in favour of port and sherry, both 
loaded, and heavy drinking was the rule. Th^ friendship was pro- 
ceeding comfortably, though one would not suspect this from the 
L 4 fiy where over, a space of eight years (1770-1778} MCTlkcs is not 
mentioned at all Boswdfl was now taking to the bottle more 
vigorously, following an oath of reformation made unda ‘a solemn 
yew-tree^ in Temple's rectory garden at Mamhead, Devon, where he 

^ Casonova met MQc Chflipillan in London in 1764, pmaued hex, gave her 
presents, was held and in a pastion, dneatened hier with his cane; 

which she lodged a complaint 4 t Bow Street and had him arrested and caodoned 
by Sir John Fielding, in the memoirs of his old age Casanova rememhem this 
singular de&at with bitter xeaentment 
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went down for rest and fresh air after the Guildhall dinner, visiting 
Lord Pembroke at Wilton widi Paoli on the way. A lapse during this 
short stay shocked even the shock-proof Temple. On his return to 
London in May Boswell appeared drunk one night at the Literary 
Club, whose minute-book still shows his almost illegible signature. 
‘I have had rather too much dissipation since I came last to town’, he 
writes to Temple, ending with a typical Boswellism: ‘I have only to 
tell you, as my divine, that I yaterday received the holy sacrament in 
St. Paul’s Church, and was raalted in piety.’ On May 17 he writes 
from the Thrales’ at Streatham Place: ‘I have been like a skiff in the 
sea, driven about by a multiplidty of waves . . . This morning Dr. 
Johnson and I return to London ... I go with Mr. Beauclerk to see his 
elegant villa and library, worth ^i,ooo, at Muswell HiU ... I have a 
cause to come on in the House of Lords on Friday ... on Saturday 
last I dined vrith John Wilkes and his daughter, and nobody else, at 
the Mansion House; it was a most pleasant scene ... I had that day 
breakfrsted with Dr. Johnson; I drank tea with Lord Bute’s daughter-in- 
law, and I supped with Miss BoswdL What variety 1 ’ 

Of Lord Bute’s daughter-in-law, ‘sweet, handsome, lively little 
2 vln. Stuart’, who has now fiscinated Mr. Boswell’s goggling and 
tireless eye, he writes to Temple on May 22 from Grantham, on his 
way north: 

1 passed a ddightfol day yesterday. Afrer bteakfisdng with Paoli and wor- 
shipping at St Paul’s, I dined tite-it-tite with my charming Mis. Stuart of 
whom you have read in my Journal; she refused to be of a party at Richmond, 
that she and I might enjoy a frreweU interview. We dined in all the di^;ance 
of two courses and a d^eit, with dumb-waiters, except when the second 
course and the dessert were served. We talked with unreserved freedom, as 
we had nothing to frar; we were philosophical, upon honour,— not deep, but 
feeling; we WKe pious; we drank tea, and bid eacb other adieu as findy as 
romance paints. 

Conscious (and compulsory) virtue swells in his bosom as he adds 
complacently: 

. She is my wi&’s dearest friend; so you see how beautiful our indmacy is. 

He adds a charming postscript: 

Them is a Miss Silvdton in the Fly with me, an amiable aeature, who has 
bem in Prance. I can unite little fondnesses with perfect corjtgal love. 

An illuminadng phrase, and a sincere one. 
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Edinburgh depressed him on his return more than ever, and the 
frequent company of Hume and Lord Karnes* and his work at the Bar 
of the General Assembly (‘somefrung low and coarse, but guineas must 
be had*) were a relief. A coolness with his father was in progress. The 
old judge had turned unaccountably rude to Mrs. Boswell, whom he 
seemed to blame for his son's caprices. ‘He harps on my going over 
Scotland with a Brute (think, how shockingly erroneous !) and wander- 
ing (or some such phrase) to London- In vain do I defend myself.* 
Amd he reminds Temple ruefully that Auchinleck holds the whip-hand. 
*I always dread his making some bad setdement.' All this s ummer 
Boswell is the prey of moodiness and melancholy, mingled with vague 
longings, quickened by the talk of Hume and Kames, to be ‘a man of 
consequence in the State.' Jealousy also contributes. His old college- 
friend, Henry Dundas, has just be^ elected King's Advocate. ‘To be 
sure he has strong parts, but he is a coarse unlettered dog.' And he 
moans in his exile over ‘the unplcasing tone, the rude frumlkrity, the 
barren conversation’ around him, which only Hume's polished society 
can mitigate; reporting incidentally an interesting solution of Home's 
for the American problem, expressed at Lord Karnes's house: 

He said it was aQ over in America; we could not subdue the colonists, and 
another gun should not be fired, were it not for decency's sake; he meant, in 
order to keep up an appearance of power ... He said we may do very wdl 
without America, and he was for withdrawing our troops altogctha and 
letting the Canadians fell upon our colonists. I do not think he makes our 
right to tax at all dear. 

Both Hume and Kames, a rough-tongued old Whig, took that 
night to attacking Dr. Johnson, cspcdally over ‘absui^tics' in his 
Dictionary, Hume expressing himself so i^endy that Boswell was 
stung into quoting a recent reference of Temple's to ‘the Government's 
infidel pensioner, Hume', For this was a dilBfercnt matter from Wilkes's 
raillery, and Boswdl was a loyal souL 

The summer of 1775 is full of melancholia, as I have said, despite 
legal business which brings in two months. AtatavemHsupper 

Boswell drinks too much hock and ‘though I did not get drunk, I was 
intoxicated, and very ill next day';, a nice distinction for the Logic 
Schools. On Monday, August 14, he quotes to Temple a cheering 
letter from Wilkes, whom he had asked to authenticate a pedigree of 
the BoswcQ fefiiily for his brother David in Spain. Wilkes's reply 
shows what easy terms they were on. , 
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The pedigree was authenticated with all due solemnity, and in a more beauti- 
ful manner than has been done before at the Lord Mayor’s office, that the name 
of BoswEti may be considered in os j&ir a light in Spain as it is in Scotland and 
England ... I expea in half an hour a score of worthy Liverymen, friends of 
'Wilkes and Liberty, whom so liberal a Scot as you would rgoice to hear and 
make libadons with. 

To which Boswdl adds a footnote: ‘Mr. Boswell in a bumper — 
huzza ! huzza ! huzza I’ but he is not in a very huzzaying mood. Efe is 
trying hard to get Lord Auchinleck to increase his ;i([300-a-year 
allowance to and to let him go to the English Bar; but the old 
judge, who at die moment is liable for a debt incurred by his 

heir, has decided instead to lower his allowance to ^ 7 JQO, ‘I must not 
dispute with him, but he is really a strange man’. Apart from these 
daylight worries, Boswell is beginning to dislike going to bed. 

I awake in ihc night, dreading annihilation, or being thrown into some 
horrible state of being. 

Another gnawing preoccupation is the disposition of the Auchinleck 
estate, which his dissatisfied father (now ‘visibly failing’) is rather 
ominously considering. Amid his fears that Auchinlcdc may ‘in- 
commode and disgrace’ him and impoverish his family by some strange 
settlement, Boswell, backed by Johnson’s approval, stands doggedly 
for feudal principle and heirs male, and finally Auchinleck yields, with 
a grim precautionary clause in the deed against ‘a weak, foolish, and 
extravagant person’ ; so all the strong beer Boswdl has been drinking 
recently ‘to dull my faculties’ and appear politely good-humoured in 
the presence of his sour step-mother has not been thxovm away. 
Meanwhile in October Margaret Boswell has given birtix to a son, 
diplomatically christsened Alexander, which improves her husband’s 
relations with his frther to some slight extent, Aougjr the judge still 
makes Boswdl fed in his presence like ‘a timid boy, which is intoWble’, 
So the winter arrives and wanes, with the usual lapses and a curious new 
impulse of Rousseauism. He shows his wife a graceless entry in his 
jouoial, and although the operative words arc more or less disgitiscMl 
in Greek characters, she guesses their import and is gready hurt^ and 
Boswdl even more hurt at her being hurt For he is sincerely fond of 
his wife, and his children, and his femily , hearth is never more sacred 
to him than when he is away from it, drunlt or q^uitting the arms of a 
drab. I think that when Mrs. Boswdl got a letter fro m the innocent 
Johnson in May 1776 containing the words ‘You will now have 
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Mr. Boswell home; it is well that you have him ; he has led a wild life 
. . . Pray take care of him and. tame liim; the only thing in which I 
have the honour to agree with you is in loving him,* she may have 
given a dry laugL 


4 

The uext landmark in Boswell’s life is the death of his father in 178a 
and his accession to the lairdshijp of AuchinlecL It is lumecessary to 
follow his gambols up to that tiiae in detail; the chronicle is becoming 
monotonous. What he was like every time he saw Johnson is to be 
viewed in the Life, Away from Johnson, and each time he returned 
home, he fell automatically into the old ways and continued to build 
up a threc-botde reputation notable even at the Scottish Bar, In any 
other age or country his advocate’s business would have come to an 
end long since. Fortunately for him, his brother hnvyers drank as 
valiantly as anybody, as Eldon’s and other memoirs show. 

As some sort of a safety-valve Boswell now decided to take the 
pubUc more regularly into his confidence. He did so in a scries of 
essays to The London Magazine which began in 1777 and lasted till 
1783. In these essays, signing himself ‘The Hypochondriack’, he 
unbosoms himself of a variety of richly-muddled thinking on many 
topics obsessing him— love, property, marriage, morw, travel, 
politics, and so forth, and of course drinking. His apologia for the botde 
(1780) contains at least one key-dause: 

I do feidy acknowledge that 1 love drinking; that I have a constitutional 
inclination to indulge in fermented li^uon, and that if it were not fet the 
restraints of reason and religion, I am amiid that I should be as constant a votary 
of Bacchus as any man . . . 

His concluston, so far as he can be said to conclude, seems to be tlat 
wine is the solace of old age. It is not so interesting as the question raised 
by that prattle about reason and religion. like every 'iathmte’ essayist, 
Boswell is posing for his public. He may be less prudent than L^b 
and the other boozy essayists, who keep their drunkenness out of print 
entirely, but like them he is striking an attitude for the benefit of bis 
readers. Is he also deceiving hitns^t Docs he really bdieve that 
reason and religion restrain him feom excess} I think not, fox bis 
letters to Temple, in which debauchery and aspirations mingle so 
smootiily, reve^ no actual self-deception in matter. He is 
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naturally not consistent. On the death of his unde, Dr. John Boswell, 
a member of the odd Glassite sect, he remarks quaintly to Temple 
that although Dr. Boswell was fond of fornication and ‘had no conduct’, 
he has undoubtedly attained Paradise. Dr. John Boswell is the strict 
religious sectary, ‘very licentious in indulging himself with women’ 
and justifymg it from Scripture, of whom Johnson, that monument of 
r.TiWsrian common-scnsc, observed sardonically that there is ‘no 
trusting to that crazy piety’. A hundred mad Messiahs from John of 
Leyden down have beliaved like Dr. Boswell, with perfect sincerity. 
It is a logical product of private judgment, on which die Reformation 
rests, that certain types should not merely wallow in vice, which can 
happen to anybody, but should be able to prove righteous superiority 
by selected texts from the Old Testament. But Boswell never fell into 
this mania, and it seems to me perfeedy understandable that one of his 
iavouxite books all through his life should be Dr. Ogden’s Sertnons on 
Prayer. For he differs greatly from his uncle, being regularly oppressed 
by remorse, penitence, self-disgust, and a bitter longing for a sane, 
unclouded life. He can deceive himselfluKuriantly over man y things — 
a frsdnating example will occur in due course — ^but he never attempts 
seriously to justify his own offences against Christian morals. Could 
Luther say as much i 

He returned to London in March, 1776, to bask in 'the full glow’ 
ofjohnson’s talk and to feel himself 'elevated as if brought into another 
state of being’, as well he might. They travelled together to Oxford, 
Birmingham, Lichfield, and Ashbourne in Derbyshire. Later they 
met again at Bath, with the Thrales. Back in London, Boswell added 
to his collecdon of notabilities a cynosure of the town, the celebrated 
and attractive Mrs, Rudd, heroine of a famous Old Bailey case, mixed 
up with the brothers Perreau, who were hanged, in a large-scale bond- 
forgery. His first visits to her ended in a perfixt orgy of kissing; their 
desdtory subsequent liaison lasted, with long intervals, till about 1786. 
Just before returning to Scotland again in April he brought about that 
feat of which Burke justly said that there was nothing to equal it in the 
whole history of the Corps Diplomatique. With infinitely delicate 
manoeuvring Boswell managed to bring Wilkes and Johnson together 
at the DiUys’ diniuavtable in the Poultry. , 

The whole episode is brilliantly recounted in the Life. The scene 
at the beginning of dinner where helps Johnson to veal is 

pure Moli&re. The gradual thawing, in the sunshi^ of Wilkes’s fiimous 
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charm — ^hc played up to Boswell magriificciitly — of the surly, 
perturbed, aud hostile Doctor is conveyed with great skill, and the 
finale, with a radiant Doctor thanking Boswdl for a delightful experi- 
ence, perfect* Wilkes, a finished actor, had given a performance 
Garrick might have envied* His deference to Johnson, his gaiety and 
his beautiful manners undoubtedly astonish^ and dazzled the old 
man. This was not the blasphemous foul-tongued ruffian Johnson 
had heard so much of; this was a gentleman and a scholar* We may 
well imagine the impresario Boswell’s flush of triumph, for just 
before dinner the Doctor had looked ominous, and there might very 
well have been a terrific explosion. One would give something to 
have heard him discussing the evening over supper with Wilkes in 
due course. 

The meeting widi Johnson did not lead to any fiicndship with 
Wilkes, for they were poles apart; but ever afterwards Johnson spoke 
amiably of him. Five years later they dined together again at the 
Dillys’, again with reciprocal pleasure, and Wilkes called later on 
Johnson, received a gift set of his Lives of the Poets^ and enjoyed a 
long literary talk. These were their only meetings, and it may be that 
the precarious truce between them would not have home any more. 
They had found a few topics to agree upon, but inevitably sooner or 
kter harmony would have gone up abruptly in smoke aiid flame, in 
angry bello wings firom Johnson and a corrosive epigram firom Wilkes. 

After a period at home of the usual kind (but this time he excelled 
himself by appearing tipsy at a funeral) Boswell came in September 
1777 to Ashbourne in Derbyshire to stay for ten days with Johnson at 
the house of Johnson’s old clerical ficiend. Dr, John Taylor of the rich 
benefice and the plump horses and the stately purple^Jad major-domo. 
His ne3rt: visit to Londm was in March 1778; thcycar, asMr. Vulliamy 
says, of the Great Dialogues, as every Johnsonian knows, the year of 
magtdfiocnt dinner-party and other conversations, and of Johnson’s 
chance meeting with Mr, Oliver Edwards, the dull litde lawyer whose 
name is surrounded with an imperishable halo for one single chance 
remark* 

You arc a philosopher, Dr. Johtison. I have tried too in my lime to be a 
philosopher; htu^ I don’t know how, dneerftilness was always breaking in* 

During this visit Boswdl was staying with Paoli in South Audley 
Street and ’entertained in d^ant hospi^ty, and with all the ease and 
comfort of a home«* Even so his extiarmaxal amusements are reputed 
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to have pained his kind host, whose intennittent influence luidoubtedly 
saved Boswell many a 611, to the extent of m aki n g Paoli unwell, 
though his affection remained unchanged. The wayward guest returned 
to Scotland on May 19 , being entertained on the way by the Chancellor 
of Lincoln Cathedral with ‘the most flattering attention , though a 
complete stranger with only his name as a passport. He certainly had 
a gift. 

This autumn another son, James, was bom to Boswell. On Match 
I5i 1779* he was in London again till May, am a s si ng more Johnsonian 
honey, though ‘unaccountably negligent’. There is one episode during 
this visit which illustrates that recurrent gift of self-hypnosis in some 
matters very clearly, I think. He put to Johnson a problem of conduct, 
explaining that when he had objected to keeping company with a 
notorious infidel, ‘a celebrated fiiend of ours' — ^believed to be Burke — 
had remarked that for ordinary men of the world this nicety would 
be excessive, since ‘it is not very consistent to shun an infidel today 
and get drunk tomorrow’. Johnson dismissed this as sad reasoning. 
‘Because a man cannot be right in all things, is he to be right in nothing t’ 
asked the Doctor, raising his eyebrows, ‘This doctrine would very soon 
bring a man to the gallows.’ 

Boswell moralises on this judgment very boswellianly: 

Afier all, however, it is a diffcult question, how ftr sincere Christians should 
associate with the avowed enemies of religion; for in the fint place, almost 
every man’s mind may he more or less ‘corrupted by evil communications*; 
secondly, the world may very naturally suppose that they are not really in 
earnest in rdigion, who can ca^y bear its opponents ; and thirdly, if die proftne 
find themselves quite well received by the pious, one of the chrcln upon an 
open dedaratiDn of their infidelity, and one of the probable chances of obliging 
them seriously to reflect, which their being shunned would do, is removed. 

Perhaps that complacent ‘almost’ supplies a keyt Perhaps the 
intimate of Wilkes arid Hume consid^ed himself itnmnnn ftom 
corruption and a match for any infidel t One feels a phrase analysing 
die Boswell Mind after the Proustian method might profitably occupy 
our next few pages. Though Boswell is certainly no native of what 
Francois Mauriac has called the empty, godless Proustian world 
(ee creux, ce vide),l fimey the method which so slowly and inexorably 
dissected the daemonic whimsies of a Chailus arid followed the 
determined fiight ftom reality of a Swann might at least lay bare in 
thdr order all the workings of this brain, complex as a Prince Rupert 
clock. But this is a task for one more patient than I.' 
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A streak of military red enlivened Boswell’s drab routine this year, 
1779. Colonel James Stuart, who was on a recruiting tour, brought 
him down to London, via Leeds, and they left London togedicr a 
fortnight later for Chester, Stuart's rcgimcaital depot, where Boswell, 
as the guest of the officen’ mess, of the Bishop, and of a prehendary 
with a Very pleasing' niece, derived enormous pleasure jGrom these 
contacts, visited and charmed the old ladies of Lichfield and others of 
Johnson’s friends, and returned to Scotland at length 'quite enchanted'. 
From Carlisle he wrote to Johnson saying he had recently received the 
Sacrament in Carlisle Cathedral, and found it 'divinely cheering' to 
think there was a cathedral so near to Auchinleck ; to which the Doctor, 
ever alert to handcuff fantasy, replied amiably, 'How near is the 
Cathedral to Auchinleck? ... It is, I suppose, at least an hundred and 
fifty miles off. However, if you arc plei^ it is so ftr wdl.’ 

In 1780 Boswell stayed at home arid thereby missed the Gordon 
Biots, the roar of flame firom 'mass-houses', mansions, and gaols, the 
bestial mob-orgies, the released criminals, the wrcckmgs and lootings, 
the panic of London, and the admirable last-moment handling of the 
situation by his classical fiicnd, who had been appointed City Chamber- 
lain the year before, after four defeats. 'While the authorities sat supine 
and even complaisant— why should they worry over the harrying of 
Papists ? — Wilkes took the matter into his own hands, commandeered 
troops, saved the Bank of England, which was important, and quelled 
the riots without mercy, jailing many of his own supporters, some of 
whom were hanged, and thereby hastening the end of his popularity 
with the prolcta^t. The Scottish lunatic who organised, the terror 
and was duly acquitted in the King's Bench was a few years later 
convicted of libd and discovered at length hiding in Birmingham, 
bearded, circumdsed, and a professed orthodox Jew. That Lord 
Geoige Gordon died at length in Newgate seems only right and proper. 

Another dai^tcr,Euphcmia, was bom to Boswell in 1780. Chronic 
melancholia seized him again towards the end of the year, owing 
partly, perhaps, to a steady felling-off of his legal practice,, and he 
diagnosed his case very fully for his London Magazine public. In March 
1781 he was in London agam^ this time for neady three months. 
During' this period occurred his femous performance, drunk and 
slightly obstreperous, at the house of Miss Monckton, afterwards 
Countess of Cork, afiet dining with the Duke of Montrose. He r^tes 
the incident in the Life with a .ctaidour which has greatly annoyed the 
severe. A more discreditable incident, as some aver, was to mark tins 
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visit. In April, Henry Thrale, the v^ealthy Southwark brewer, who 
had been so warmly kind to Johnson for so long, and who incidentally 
was the only man in England able to quell the Doctor with a lool^ 
died of over-eating. The blow to Johnson was considerable. Apart 
from the loss of a dear friend it meant, as he well knew, the end of those 
halcyon days at Streatham Place. To Boswell, whose dislike of Mn. 
Thrale was amply returned, it occurred a little later to compose for 
private amusement an Ode by Dr. Johnson to Mrs. Thrale, upon their 
Supposed Approaching Nuptials, parodying the Doctor’s fondness for 
sonorous Latinate words. Having kept this production by him for 
seven years, Boswell published it anonymously in 1788, and later 
printed die opening stanza in theLt/^, also anonymously. 

Cervisial coctoi’s viduate dame, 

Opin’st thou this gigandek frame, 

Procumbing at thy shrine, 

Shall, catenated by thy charms, 

A capdve in thy ambient arms. 

Perennially be thine t 

Is Macaulay’s shout that the fellow Boswell was utterly without 
shame or delicacy justified for once i Treacherous malim { Boozy 
mental decay t 

While it is difiScult to excuse Boswell completely, one feds diete are 
one or two things Rhadamanthus in his anger may have overlooked. 
On the evidence of a playful threat by Wilkes in 1781 to show the poem 
to Johnson, and of a letter written by Boswell to Wilkes in 1783 
containing an allusion to the Ode, it seems that Wilkes possibly had 
some active part in it Tlie poem itself bears out this theory. Asa 
composidon it ranks far above the freble doggerel to which Boswell 
was normally addicted. If mildly ribald it is amusing, and not without 
literary skill; Calverley and W. S. Gilbert have written far worse. 
That Wilkes inspired and even collaborated in it seems to me more 
than likely. As to the more serious charge of hoarding this piece 
and hurling it like a bomb at Mrs. Thrale after her remarriage seven 
years later one must agree that if Boswell did so, he deserves to be 
soundly scolded, however Mrs. Thrale-Piozzi’s sneers at him in print 
deserved it. To Wilkes it Would seem an excellent jape, I tbinV , like 
his threat to show the poem to Johnson. Bosw^’s diary simply 
records on May 9, 1788: 'Determhied to publish Johnson’s supposed 
Nuptial Ode.’ How do we know that Wilkes, finding it one day on 
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Boswcll*s table — ^no literary man can bear to throw away a good 
thing — did not insist on its publication, or even himself send it to the 
printer i Who could resist Jack Wilkes ? 


3 

The death of Lord Auchinleck on August 30, 1782, evoked no 
hypocritical excess of grief from his heir, to whom Johnson remarked 
with sober realism, *Yom: frthcr’s death had every circumstance that 
could enable you to bear it/ And, in fact, though Auchinleck had 
endured James's antics with surprising patimee over some thirty years, 
his stiffnecked, tyrannous old age exhibited few lovable qualities. 
BosweU had almost tearfully deplored many rimes to Temple and to 
Johnson his utter inability to live on friendly or even easy terms with 
his frthcr, whose disappointment in him was not hidden. Now a long 
ordeal was over, and Boswell could demonstrate the powers and 
duties of a Scottish laird. 

The surprising thing is that he did so with remarkable efficiency, 
from the very beginning. The moody, drifting, bibulous figure over 
whose future Edinburgh legal circles shrugged and grunted turned 
overnight into an alert man of business and a liberal-minded and 
sympathetic landlord. Boswell had some time before regaled his 
London Magazine public with his ideas on landed proprietorship, which 
were strictly feudal; but a generous nature mitigat^ Wonial principles, 
and his papers reveal him as almost the perfect squire. poorer 
tenants soon had reason to bless him. Their probl^ and difficulties 
are his immediate preoccupariaru He knows them and inquires 
after them, when absent, by name, like a Ihghland chic£ and his 
agent is instructed to hdp, to be easy with arrears, and to, distribute 
money and oatmeal and other gifts as directed. To Johnson Boswdi 
mentions one of these benefrerions, the removal of a londy old man 
from a remote cottage to a comfortable billet among friendly neigh- 
bours; one good deed out of many. At the same time the new Laird is 
firm with tenants who are trying to dodge their liabOiries or to exploit 
him. One or two of these are to be prosecuted or removed forthwith. 
Nothing could be more businesslike than his procedure here, just as 
nothing could be more admirable than his anxiety and practical care 
frur the needy and unfr>rtunate on his estates. 
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Tiw did responsibility, the feudal instinct, a kind heart, and family 
pride combine to produce a surprise very disconcerting to Boswell’s 
intimates. It is not, I hope, cynical to surmise in addition that as a 
lifelong actor with an appreciative audience he admired liimsclf 
extremely in his new patriarchal role. The Highland chieftains were 
shorn long since of their old powers of life and death and jurisdiction, 
yet even a Lowland laird’s position was still sufficiently invested with 
authority to be agreeable. At the same time it naturally brought 
Boswell firesh worries. Lord Auchinleck had left the estate tmencum- 
bered, and the rent-roll was worth j(|i,300 or ;{|l,6oo a year, gross. 
This was enough for a man with a &mily who was prepared to live on 
his Ipnd, but certainly not enough for a man whose only dream was to 
escape to London at regular intervals, and a man moreover carrying a 
fair burden of debt, some of it due to his own generosity. Johnson’s 
advice to him, as mig^t be expected, was to stay at home and be 
prudent— your estate and the Courts will find you full employment’, 
His brother David, *honest David’, the merchant firom Spain, urged the 
same, Mrs. Boswell likewise. Mrs. Boswell, though hersdf &C firom 
well, was prepared, even, to endure another visit fionx the Doctor if it 
would keep her husband at home, and wrote to Johnson herself The 
Doctor, now in his seventy-fourth year and his illnesses steadily inaeas- 
ing, replied to his memy with, paffietic gratitude. 

Dear Laxly, — have not often received so much pleasure as from your 
invitation to AuchirJeck ... If my health were folly recovered, I would sufter 
no little heat or cold, nor a wet or a rough road to ke^ me ftom you. I am, 
indeed, not without hope of seeing Auchinledc again; but to make it a pleasant 
place I must see its lady well, and brisk, and airy. For my sake, there&te, 
among many greater reasons, take care, dear Madam, of your health ... .Be 
very careful to keep your mind quiet; and do not think it too much to give, an 
account of your recovery to, ^dam, yours. See. 

After seven months of daily ridiug round his estate, instructing his 
agent, poring over accounts, ordering the weUhie of his retainers, and 
looking after his trees and his ‘coal work’, a small surface outcrop, the 
new Laird considered he had earned a holiday. Thursday, March 20, 
1783, found him accordingly in London again, calling next morning 
at Mn. Thrale’s house in Argyll Street. He found Johmon in bis own 
room, IcKjfciBg pale and very ill. As ever, the sight of Boswell cheered 
and stimulated him, and he began at once to discourse on the agreeable 
life of a comitry gentleman; perhaps a trifle pointedly, for when 
BosweQ counter^ with ‘Yet, Sir, we see great proprietors of land who 
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prefer living in London,* the Doctor was forced to concede that 
intellectual advantages might outweigh the others, and changed the 
subject. 

Johiison*s illness during (his visit of Boswell’s made him very 
fretful, and the conversations in the Life accordingly suffer, though 
there is one remark of the Sage’s which might suitably be inscribed 
in gold over the principal entrance to the new House of Commons: 
‘It is wonderful, Sir, with how litde real superiority of mind men can 
make an eminent figure in public life/ At this time — ^Boswell was once 
again a guest of Paoli’s — occurred that amusing inddent of the letter 
for Mauritius Lowe I have quoted in an early page. On Good Friday, 
April i8, Johnson and BosweU fasted and went to church togedier, 
and afterwards sat on the stone scats by Johnson’s garden-door and 
discouned pladdly of a score of things, w^ the Doctor in the best of 
form* It was clear nevertheless that the old man’ s asthma and dropsy 
were increasing. On evening of Easter Sunday, when Boswell 
dined with him quietly, he ‘talked Uttle, grew drowsy soon after 
dinner, and retired, upon which I went away/ He had recovered to 
some extent a week later, when Boswell next saw him, and was able 
to talk much as usual The records of this visit in the Life arc inter- 
mittently scrappy, digointed and undated. Designing to xepcsit a 
fiimous experiment, to cheer the Doctor, and to gratify himself again 
with the triumph of his own audacity, Boswell tried to arrange one 
more meeting between Johnson and Wilkes, who at once suggested 
a dinner-party at his house in Prince’s Court, overlooking St. James’s 
Park. But Johnson had engagements on the dates Wilkes proposed, 
and Wilkes himself was ill towards the end of May, when Boswell had 
to return to Scotland- 

A month later a severe stroke of palsy visited Johnson, depriving him 
of speech. He recovered, and onjuly 3 wrote to Boswell: ‘Your anxiety 
about my health is very friendly, and very agreeable with your general 
kindness. Ihavc,indeed,hadaveryfiight£ulblow.*, I can now speak, 
but the n^es arc weak, and I cannot continue discourse long., . The 
physicians consider me as cored.’ ‘And such’, says Boswell, ‘was the 
general vigour of his constitution that in July he was able to visit 
Langton at Rochester/ Nor had Johnson given up hopes yet of accep- 
ting Mrs. Boswell’s invitation. Answering a sadden burst of affectionate 
regard from Boswdl a litde before his return north, Johnson assured 
hiiTL that he would like nothing better in distress than to live in acottage 
in the park at Auchinleck, toddle about, live mosdy on milk, and be 
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taken care of by Mrs. Boswell ‘She and I are good friends now, arc 
we not?' added tiie Doctor cheerfully. No reply h recorded. 

Aniid his sincere anxiety over Joluison's condition Boswell, back in 
Scodand, started and began eagerly to pursue a frcsli hare. On May 
15 he had said suddenly to Jolmson: 1 wish much to be in Parliament, 
Sir.’ The Doctor was not enthusiastic. 

* Why, Sir, unless you conic resolved to support any administration, you would 
be the worse for being in Parliament, because you would be obliged to live 
mote expensively.’ 

‘Perhaps, Sir, I should be the less liappy for being in Parliament. I never 
would my vote, and I should be vexed if things went wrong.* 

‘That’s cant, Sir. It would not vex you any more in the House, than, in the 
gallery; publick affairs vex no man.* • 

Boswell persisted that the turbulence of the reign, and the absurd 
recent vote of the House of Commons that ‘the influence of the 
Crown has increased, is increasing, and ought to be diminished’, had 
vexed Iiim, though to he sure he neither ate, drank, nor slept less. The 
celebrated Johnsonian exordium beginning ‘My dear friend, first clear 
your mind of cant’, followed this. However, Boswell was determined 
to vex himself and to make a figure in politics. Fox’s newly-introduced 
India Bill, wbicli Wilkes was vehemently attacking in the House, 
gave him an opportunity. The Billy of which the main provision was 
the handing over of the government of India to irreniovable Com- 
missioners appointed for four years, seemed to Wilkes to violate the 
charter of the East India Company and to bring the work of Governor- 
General Warren Hastings, as yet unimpeached, to naught. Boswell, 
taking a more Tory line, delivered himself of a Letter to the People of 
Scotland on the Present State of tltc Nation which in places is a typical 
piece of Boswellian bravura, with a concluding sentence of some pomp. 

Holding an estate transmitted to me through my ancestors by charters 
from a series of Kings, the importance of a Charter and the prerogative of a 
King impress my mind with seriousness and with duty. 

Amusing; though not, I think, so half-witted as it has appeared to 
some, Dundas, for' example, quoted it later in the, House a:^ styled it 
excellent. The Laird, apart firom expressiiig himself as a Laird of 
Auchinlcdc with right principles should, has his eye on the main, chance, 
no more and no less than any other candidate for public life. The 
Letter is designed to catch important eyes in Whitehall and, with luck, 
a blue and rolling aiid popping Hanoveriaix eye in St. James’s, and is 
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meant to provoke such comment as ‘Egad, this fellow should be useful 
to us, Dundas i* and ‘Find out about this Mr. Boswell. He is the type 
of man We need.’ A copy went forthwith to Johnson, who, though 
too desperately iU to look at political pamphlets when he received it, 
read it a fortnight later and approved. 

Your paper contains very considorablc knowledge of history and of the 
Constitution, very properly produced and applied. It will certaiidy raise your 
character, though perhaps it may not make you a Minister of State. 

A copy went also to the younger Pitt, who had just become Prime 
Minister, and produced a polite acknowledgement. 

I am extremely obliged to you , . . and have observed with great pleasure 
die zealous and able support given to he cause of the Publick in the work 
you were so good as to transmit to me. 

Politicians* oil, no doubt; yet one hardly feels that a modem critic 
dismissing the Letter as ‘another ominous proof of mental incoherence* 
is entirely justified. Wasjohnsonafool? Or Dundas i 

From the replies of Pitt and Johnson Boswell derived a dirill of 
happiness and hope. A new career seemed suddenly to be opening 
before him, and a brilliant one. His stmggic with the Law, with a 
practice dwindling a litdc more every time he saw Mr. Lawrie, his 
clerk, need not necessarily fill the rest of his days. The grey perspective 
was brightening. He had evidently impressed Pitt His old college- 
mate Dundas had taken note also. Then of course there was Burke . - . 

Meanwhile there the urgency of Johnson’s latest letter, begging 
h im to approach some of the leading Scots physicians for an opinion 
on his c^, Boswell applied at once to Sir Alexander Dick and to 
Drs. Gillespie, Culleai, Hope, and Munro, lights of the Edinburgh 
Sdhool of Medicine, who all replied with opinions, prescriptions, and 
compliments to the venerable and illustrious patient. Tto duty off 
his mind, Boswell despatched a packet of medicines and turned avidly 
to the new game. A loyal address to the B 3 ng composed by him for 
the patriots of Ayrshire was carried, to his gratification, by a large 
majority. This address Boswdl decided to present to George .III in 
person. Unfortunatdy Paxliamoit had dissolved by the time he had 
got as far as York, and he scurried back to Ayrshire, having, as he 
wrote to Johnson from York on March 28^ ‘some intention of betag a 
candidate to represent the county. in Parliament*. This produced a 
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characteristic letter from the Doctor, despite his condition. After 
thankmg Boswell for his kindly solicitude about his health: 

You are entering upon a transaction which requires much prudence. You 
must endeavour to oppose without exasperating; to practise temporary 
hostility, without producing enemies for life . , , One thing I must enjoin 
you, which is seldom observed in the conduct of elections; — I must entreat 
you to be scrupulous in the use of strong liquors. One night's drunkenness 
may defeat the labours of forty days well employed. Be firm, but not ckmor- 
ous ; be aedve, but not malicious; and you may form such an interest, as may 
not only exalt yourself, but dignify your fiimily. 

To Langton the Doctor wrote a week later, rather dubiously. 

The man so busy about addresses is neither more nor less than our own 
Boswell, who had come as j&r as York towards London but turned back on the 
dissolution, and is said now to stand for some place. Whether to wish him 
success, his best friends hesitate. 

As it turned out, Boswell's friends had no need to worry, as yet. 
The electon of Ayrshire again chose their former representative, 
Colonel Montgomerie. Boswell^s address to them, though suitably 
deferent, had harped somewhat on his frmily and his ambition, and had 
perhaps struck the wrong note. He came to London again early in 
May and found Johnson riightly better, but feeling lonely and cheerless 
and begi nni n g to dread the approach of death. To many this dread 
has seemed morbid, superstitious, and unworthy of a rational man, 
a prevailing modem impression being that the Four Last Things are 
the invention of unscrupulous medieval priests. But as a devout 
unquiet Christian Johnson was well aware of what faced him. It was 
not death in itself he dreaded, but the ensuing judgment. ‘The better 
a man is*, he argued, ‘the more afiaid he is of death, having a dearer 
view of Infinite Purity.* Some of his friends, like Dr. Adams of 
Pembroke, gave him what comfort and encouragement they could; 
nobody seems to have reminded him from the lives of the saints of the 
joy with which so many servants of God in every age wdcome their 
summons from this world. Within the limits of thdr own narrowed 
conception of Christianity Johnson's friends did their best, but no one 
who loves the Doctor can help deploring the meagrencss of the assur- 
ances they gave him. A Challoner by his bedside could have saved this 
anima naturaUter cathoUca many a bout of misery. His death, one is glad 
to think, was calm and happy. 

However, apprehension was by no means Johnson's prevailing mood 
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at diis time. On May 15 Boswell found him in fine spirits at the 
Essex Head club, having dined the previous evening with Mrs. 
Garrick, the learned Mrs. Carter, Hannah More, and Fanny Burney, 
and enjoyed himself tremendously. He enjoyed himself likewise 
during a stay at Oxford early in June, at the house of Dr. Adams, his 
old tutor, now Master of his old college, who welcomed him and 
Boswell with the warmest hospitality. Twice during a sunny fortnight 
Johnson lapsed for a brief while into his dark mood and displayed 
‘gloomy agitation’, impelling Boswdl to remark, not for the first time, 
that his temperament was naturally indmed to melancholy. He soon 
recovered, talked delightfully, and before long was rapping BoswcU’s 
knuckles for a gush of Rousseauism in the old familiar way. 

‘One set of savages is like another/ proclaimed the Doctor, apropos 
a newly-published work on the South Seas. 

*I do not t h ink the people of Otaheite can be reckoned savages/ 
said Boswdl. 

‘Don’t cant in defence of savages.’ 

‘They have the art of navigation.’ 

‘A dog or a cat can swim.’ 

‘They carve very ingeniously,’ said BoswdL 

‘A cat can scratch, and a child with anail can scratch/ 

This was the old Johnson, the traditional Johnson, the Johnson of 
whom Chesterton remadeed, with a characteristic flash of paradoxical 
perspicuity, that he was not a dictator but a democrat, since he never 
feared to descend faom his conversational throne and fight as an 
equal. At the same time the Doctor’s habit of firing one final deafening 
broadside, right or wrong, and declaring the battle over must have been 
excessively trying to those of his opponents who had better arguments. 
But it is for these things that we love him, after all 
They returned to London kom Oxford on June 20, and met three 
evenings later for dinner at the literary Club, Johnson’s last appearance 
there. A day or so later he cespressed a sick man’s longing, not for the 
first time, to winter in Italy. BoswcU suppressed a chudde. He 
had already taken the initiative. After consulting Reynolds on the best 
way to bring it about without oflEcnding Johnson’s prickly pride, he 
had written to Lord Chancellor Thurlow asking if it were possible to 
apply to the King to increase Johnson’s pension of ^300 a year 
sufficiently to allow of his spending the coming winter in Italy, with 
Sastres, his humble Italian fcend, fi^eby prolonging a valuable life. 
Lord Thurlow replied on June 28 that he would cactainly ‘adopt and 
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press’ the suggestion as fkr as he was able. Next day, having consulted 
Reynolds again, Boswdl broke the agreeable news to Johnson and 
read him Thurlow’s letter. The scene ends in a moving fashion. 

He listened with much attention; then warmly said ^This is taking prodigious 
pains about a man/ * 0 , Sir (said I, with most sincere affection) your friends 
would do every thing for you.’ He paused, grew more and more agitated, till 
tears started into his eyes, and he exclaimed with fervent emotion, ’God bless 
you all/ I was so affected that I also shed tears. After a short silence, he renewed 
and extended his grateful benediction. ‘God bless you all, for Jesus Christ’s 
sake.’ We both remained for some time unable to speak. He rose suddenly 
and quitted the room, quite melted in tenderness. He staid but a short rime, till 
he hil recovered his firmness ; soon after he returned I left him . 

And this is the Boswell whom some have exhibited as an exploiter; 
the Boswell whose reverence and affection for the Doctor, if (they say) 
it ever existed, had long since waned. 

Dining with Boswdl at Reynolds’s the following evening, 
Johnson glowingly discussed the Italian journey, the kind hearts of 
Boswdl and his host delighting in the old man’ s loving gratitude. Early 
in July Johnson left London for a change of air at Taylor’s at Ashbourne. 
Then came a sad disappointment. The Royal car had not been gained, 
Thurlow, by way of mitigating the blow, suggested to Reynolds that 
if Jotmson cared to mor^ge his pension he might draw on him, 
Thurlow, for five or six hund^ pounds at once. Johnson 
acknowledged and declined this offer in a letter of the noblest dignity. 

Your Lordship was fint solicited without my knowledge; but, when I was 
told that you were pleased to honour me with your patronage, I did not expect 
to hear of a refusal; yet, as I have had no long time to brood hope, and have not 
rioted in imaginary opulence, this cold reception has been scarce a disappoints- 
ment; and, from your Lordship’s kindness, I have received a benefit, whkh only 
men like you are able to bestow. I shall now live mihi carior^ with a higher 
opinion of my own merit 

He declined Lord Thurlow’s kindnc53 because he was now feeling 
much better, and because to accept now would be to advance a &lse 
daim’* Pride alone dictated this attitude, for his asthma and dropsy 
were only temporarily alleviated. A lesser man might well have gone 
to Italy on such terms without hurting his conscience, and perhaps 
taken Boswdl as wdL 

But Johnson and Boswell had already parted for the last time on 
earth. In a passage of the Li^ hke the tollhig of a distant bdl Boswell 
records that after dining with Reynolds on Wednesday, June 30, 
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I accompanied him in Sir Joshua Reynolds’s coach, to the entry of Bolt- 
court. He asked me whether I would not go with him to his house; I declined 
it, &om an apprehension that my spirits would sink. Wc bade adieu to each 
other affectionately in the carriage. When he had got down upon the fool- 
pavement he called out, ‘Fare you well’; and without looking back, sprung 
away with a kind of pathetic briskness, if I may me that expression, which 
seemed to indicate a struggle to conceal uneasiness, and impressed me with a 
foreboding of our long, long separation. 

Nevermore, Six months kter the Doctor was dead. 



CKapter Six 

DECLINE AND RISE 
1 

TO admit that Boswell’s Life of JohnsoUy so packed with riches, 
lacks its natural and artistic conclusion is grievous but inevitable. The 
work has no climax. The disciple was not at the master's death-bed. 
It is as if Plato’s Phacdo, answering the opening question, ‘Were 
you present in person, Phaedo, by Socrates' side the day he drank the 
poison in prison?’ had been forced to answer ‘Not so, Echccratcs, 
I was unfortunately away in Boeotia at the time; but I have notes of 
the occasion &om Cebes and Simmias, who were- there.’ Without 
doubt Boswell’s absence in Scotland robs the Life of what should have 
been its great final scene. Why was he not at Bolt Court on the night 
of December 12-13, 1784, with old Mrs. Williams and the negro 
Frank? 

We know that on returning home on July i, Boswell was the prey 
of forebodings and apprehensions concerning Johnson as well as his 
own future. He unburdened himself to Johnson to some extent 
almost immediately and reedved a gently chiding reply. 

Write to me often, and write like a man. I consider your fidelity and 
tenderness as a great part of the comforts which are yet left me, and sincerely 
wish wc could be nearer to each other . . . My dear fnend, life is very short 
and very uncertain; let us spend it as well as we can. 

Gamdy struggling against the diseases which were overwhelming 
him, Johnson was spending his last summer and autumn in dogged 
visits to Oxford, to Lichfiield, to Birmingham, and to Taylor at 
Ashbourne. Returning to London towards the end of November, 
he took to his bed within a few days and did not leave it again. It was 
therefore not until early December that Boswell need begin, if 
informed, to be seriously alarmed for him. He had been desperately 
anxious for some time to cut his losses at the Scottish Bar and try his 
luck at ihc English, and had prevailed on Johnson this summer, after 
much argument, to sanction ^ move to London in writing. 
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The condition [wrote the Doctor] on which you have my consent to settle 
in London is, that your expence never exceeds your annual income . . . The 
loss of your Scottish business, which is all that you can lose, is not to be reckoned 
as any equivalent to the hopes and possibilities hat open here upon you. 
If you succeed, the question of prudence is at an end. 

So any impression that Boswell was wrapped up in sdf-pity, self- 
indulgence, and selfish neglect four hundred miles away is inaccurate. 
On the contrary, he was expecting to regain contact with London and 
Johnson as soon as he could wind up ids afiairs at Edinburgh. Apart 
firom which he says in the L(/e, was tmfortunatcly so indisposed 
during a considerable part of the year, that it was not, or at least I 
thought it was not, in my power to write to my illustrious firiend as 
formerly, or without expressing such complaints as ofiended him.* 
In other words, Boswell was heavily anxious and depressed, drinking 
rather heavily to overcome it, and aJ&aid to keep bewailing his misery 
to his fiiendL 

On November 5 Johnson wrote to him fi:om lichfidd, in aficctionate 
reproach, his last letter. 

My legs arc extremely weak, and my breadi very short, and the water is now 
encreasing upon me. hi this uncomfortable state your letters used ip relieve; 
what is the reason I have them no longer? Arc you sick, or hre you sullen? .. . 
I am sometimes afraid that your omission to write has some real cause, and shall 
be glad to know you are not sick, and that nothing ill has befrllen dear Mrs. 
Boswell, or any of your frmily. 

Bestirring himself at length in some remorse, BoswcJl wrote back 
‘two as kind letters as I could*. By the tunc the second one arrived 
Johnson was too ill to read. ‘Butlhaddiecomokttonofbemginforrned 
that he spoke of me on his death-bed with affection, and I look forward 
with humble hope of renewing our fiiendship in a better world’ 

Strangely stoic, it sounds; but these words were written seven years 
after Johnson’s death, ‘strengthened in faith and joyful in hope’, and 
Boswell’s grief at the time, as we shall see directly, was unmistakable. 
To Dr. Percy he wrote in March 1785 that the light of his life had gone 
out, that he did not expect to recover firom his loss, arid that his great 
consolation was that he had already collected so assiduously such a 
store of Johnson’ s wit and wisdom. This has been interpreted in some 
quarters as if he were thinking only of the rewards he hoped to denve 
from the Doctor’s remains. 

Could he, if he had tried, have been ^present during Johnson’s last 
hours ? From Hawkins we gather that it was not until December 8 
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that Johnson knew lie was dying, and made a new (and unsatisfactory) 
will. He certainly Iiad a premonition on the 5tli, when he received 
Communion in his bedroom with Langton, Hawkins, and a number of 
other intimates; but tw^o days later he was scolding Dr, Brocklesby 
heartily for not operating for sarcoccle and declaring want length 
of life, and you fear giving me pain, which I care not fori* Had 
Boswell time? Like the post, the fastest journey between Edinburgh 
and London took three days. It was impossible therefore for Boswell 
to receive warning of die end in time to be in Bolt Court on the 12th, 
even if anybody had thought of warning him; which nobody did. 

I make no apology for going into these questions of time and space 
in Boswell’s behalf. They are not the only answer to suggestions of 
selfish forgetfulness. The news of Johnson s death was a severe shock, 
as we see from Boswell’s diary under Friday, December 17, when the 
evening post brought him a long letter from Dr. Brocklesby contaioing 
*thc disi^ news of my great and good Friend.’ The Boswells had 
guests that evening and it was too late to put them oC Boswdl managed 
to get through supper without betraying his emotion, and did not 
mention the news, except, as the guests were leaving, to Sir William 
Forbes, privately. 'My feelings were just one large expanse of Stupor. 
I knew that I should afterwards have sorer sensations.’ 

Johnson’s funeral took place in Westminster Abbey three days 
later. Even by taking an expensive express postchaise early on the 
i8th, Boswell could not have got to London in time for this, and it 
seems dear moreover that his presence was not desired to any extent 
by pompous, managing Sir John Hawkins, the attomcy-executor 
who took control of the fimcral arrangements, and whom we shall 
meet again. By choice or necessity Johnson’s other two executors, 
Sir Joshua Rquiolds and Sir William Scott, apparently left everything 
to Hawkins. He took immediate steps to hamper Boswell, a coming 
rival, by securing all Johnson’s existing private papers. 

On December 28 Bos-wdl read through Johnson s wfll, printed in a 
London newspaper, being still stupored and unable to realise his 
bereavement. A litdc hurt at not fining bis name among die legatees, 
he reflected diat others of Johnson’s dearest intimates were left out as 
w^, and that Johnson had during his lifetime given him, more valuable 
tokens of regard than he had given otter friends. And he took to his 
prayers. . 

A letter readied him from Charles Dilly, the London publisher, a 
day after Dr. Broddesby’s, demanding a 400-page octavo volume 
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containing Johnson s choicest conversational feats, to be ready for the 
press by Rbruary; from which we perceive that the eighteenth- 
century book trade had little to Icam from modem business-method, 
Bosw^ refused to be rushed. The work on Johnson he intended to 
publish, he reminded Dilly, required deliberation. Meanwhile his 
Hebrides journal, freed for publication by Johnsons death, was nearly 
ready as it stood for Malone’s critical eye. As he turned to give his 
manuscript one more review his eye was caught by something which 
caused political ambition suddenly to wake and crow again. A Bill 
had jmt been introduced into the House of Commons to reduce the 
number of judges in the Scottish Court of Session from fifteen to ten, 
with corresponding increases in salary. Here was an opportunity' for 
Lord Auchinleck’s heir to show his grasp of afl&irs and to bring his 
name again before the curiously apathetic authorities. 

In May 1785, accordingly, a half-crown pamphlet entitled, like its 
predecessor, A Letter to the People of Scotland^ informed the public 
at large that Mr. Boswdl of Auchinlcdc was in the arena to fight ‘this 
pernicious innovation’ and infringement of the Articles of the Union. 
But whereas his Letter of 1784 on the India Bill was not devoid of learn- 
ing and good sense, as we have perceived, the Letter of 1785 is a truly 
rococo production; breathless, fantastic, hysterical, sprouting italics 
and capital letters and marks of exdamation and indignation in every 
other paragrapL It appeals fienricdly ‘in the name of God and Tiw 
King* to Pitt and Fox to put a stop to ‘this conspiracy’, which may 
blow up their administration. It attacks Dundas, most unwisely, 
and lavishes flattery and entreaties on Lowther, Lord Lonsdale, Dictator 
of the Nordi, who is implored to come forth in his might and succour 
the nation in its need. It assures the public of strong support against 
the Bill jfrom ‘my old classical friend Mr. Wilkes, widx whom I pray 
you to excuse iny keeping company, he is so pleasant’, .from the 
eminent lAt* Burke, Lo^ Rector of the Univmity of Glasgow, from 
*my amiable and honourable friend Dempster, that rara avis of the 
Scottish breed’, and from ‘that brave Irishman, Captain Macbride, 
the cousin of my vrife^; which may have embarrassed that honest 
naval officer not a litde if he ever read it in the sedusion of his cabin. 
It records a flattering unintentional compliment once paid the author 
by ‘my friend Lord Mountstuart’, and mentions, iu connection with 
Lord Eglintoun, that Mr. Boswell has ‘the honour and happiness to 
be maridtd to his lordship’s relation, a true Montgomerie, whom I 
esteem, whom I love, after fifteen years, as on the day when she gave 
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me her hand’. It mentions the author’s hopes as a Parliamentary 
candidate for Ayrshire, goes into the Boswell pedigree from Floddcn 
down, and dwells on Mr. Boswell’s honesty and broadmindedness, as 
one ready ‘to discuss topicks with mitred St. Asaph and others; to 
drink, to laugh, to converse with Quakers, Republicans, Jews and 
Moravians*. It proclaims the said Mr. Boswell a Tory but no slave or 
time-server, adjures his friends and countrymen — ‘in the words of my 
departed Goldsmith, who gave me many noble truths, and gave me 
ajewel of the finest water, the acquaintance of Sir Joshua Reynolds’ 
— to fly from petty tyrants to the Throne, and winds up fortissimo 
with an impressive quotation firom ‘one of the finest passages in John 
Hume’s noble and elegant tragedy of Douglas* 

Altogether the kind of haywire exhibition, to use the admirable 
American epithet, which would mildly interest a psychopadi, and it 
serves to remind us, if we have forgotten it, that Boswell was 
undoubtedly, if intermittently, a trifle cracked. A ‘foUow-up’ manifesto 
to die Edinburgh Advertizer (‘My Friends and Countrymen, be not 
afraid ! I am upon the spot I am upon the watch . . . Collect your 
minds. Be calm; but be &m ! ! !’) increases that impression. Whether, 
as I have seen it affirmed, this witch-dance automatically deprived 
Boswell for ever of all hope of legal or other preferment in Scotland 
and England alike I take leave to doubt. That is a modem view. The 
Eighteenth Century was more indulgent to eccentricity and racket 
than we, and more judges and public men than one came £com the 
ranks of 

The hainim-scairuin, ranv-stam boys, 

The ratdin squad. 

The cficct of the Letter on Lord Chancellor Thurlow, whose own 
eccentridty took the form of imposing his illegitimate family on society 
whenever possible, may have b^ pure growling amusemont (‘Damn 
his blood !’). Certainly Thurlow never assisted Boswdl to any legal 
advancement, though he once complimented him on a speech in an 
appeal-case. But this negligence was due to a rather crusty prejudice 
in favour of lawyers who inow something of the law. 

The Letter undoubtedly served a political purpose, notwithstanding 
the jeers and laughter it evoked from some of the wits. It caught the 
arrogant eye of Lord Lonsdale, that dark potentate, who -vm not 
accustomed to praise, and considerably affected Boswell’s immediate 
future thereby, as will shortly appear, It reminded George HI of 
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Boswell’s existence as well On May 20 he attended a levee and was 
noticed by the King, who talked to him for some minutes, kindly and 
quite intcUigendy, about his literary plans. On returning to his lodgings 
Boswell thought deeply, and eventually wrote the King a respectful 
letter, containing a request. At the next levee, on June 15, he was 
questioned by his Majesty, at first a little sharply, then, as Boswell made 
himself clear, with ‘the benignant smile of a Correggio angel’, says 
the enraptured fellow. He had ventured to ask the King’s views on 
a highly delicate personal matter, namely die manner in which he, 
Boswell, should refer to Prince Charles Edward Stuart in his forth- 
coming jewrmr? of a Tour to the Hebrides. 

George m displays himself in this little scene, as recounted in the 
Ishapi Papers, not unattractively. Having received without flinching 
the news that his loyal and respectful Hege, Mr. James Boswell of 
Auchinleck, was cousin in the seventh degree to Prince Charles Edward, 
a delicate way of reminding his Majesty that he h i m self, Georg. Rex J 3 T, 
Dei Gra. Britt. Omn., etc., etc., was Mr. Boswell’s eighth cousin by the 
same token, ^ the King expressed no rancour or contempt for the de jure 
claimant to the British throne, so recently in arms against his house and 
so nearly successful, and indulged in no pomposity. When Boswell 
suggested referring in his book to ‘Prince Charles’, his Majesty seemed 
to knit his brows slightly. Then ‘the Grandson of Kjng James U\ 
perhaps ? Yes. Yes. That would do. The King approv^ that. He 
chatted a little longer with Boswell and observ^ finally, before 
turning away, ‘I do not think it is a matter of consequence to my family 
how they [the existing Stuarts] are called. I think there can be no 
question as to the right’ ; which is arguable, perhaps, but certainly 
not ill-bred. Dr. Johmon’s praise for George Hi’s manners was by no 
means hyperbole, it would seem, even taking into account King 
George’s marked liking for Scotsmen, derived from his mother, Lord 
Bute’s dose fiiend. It may be noted incidentally, before passing on, 
that the Bill which inspired Boswdl’s fimtasy— he also presented to 
the King at this time an address against the Bill from the Auchinleck 
tenantry — ^was ultimatdy defeated. Perhaps the Letter had helped to 
achieve something real after all? 

^ Hieir common ancestor was John, third Earl of Lennox, grandBtther 

of Damley, In. the H^rides Journal Boswell remaiks in a pddeftd footnote that 
‘The only person in the wowd* entided to be ooBfended at his ddicacy in 
nfttnttig the Prince approved of **m.y te n d em ess for what even has been Blood- 
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Social engagements before returning to Scotland this autunm in- 
cluded, as usual, a dinner or two with Wilkes. Boswell was particularly 
struck with the elegance of Wilkes’s new establishment at Kensington 
Gore, opposite Prince’s Gate, where Amelia Arnold was installed as 
reigning sultana. Wilkes had met Mrs. Arnold in 1777, a little before 
the end of the CharpiUon affair. She was a homely, submissive, and 
adoring type, and she had no apparent objection to her lover’s pursuing 
simultaneously any other women who caught liis eye, wliich doubtless 
explains her long rdgn. The little house at Prince’s Gate impressed 
Boswell vpith its airy good taste, its choice prints and china, its many 
windows and its extraordurary profusion of mirrors; for Wilkes loved 
light and brightness and was impervious to the shock of his features. 

He was looking, notes Boswell, very old, though only just turned 
sixty; stiU vivacious and charming, still indcfatigably witty against die 
Cliristian religion. Every day he walked &om Kensington Gore 
through Knightsbridge to the Guildhall and back again in bis City 
Chamberlain’s uniform of scarlet, with bag-wig, cocked hat, and glossy 
military boots. On the verge of insolvency again, he was hospitable as 
ever, and it is no surprise to find Boswell leaving Prince’s Gate one 
August evening this year very drunk, wandering among the Royal 
birthday crowd in Piccadilly and duly having his pockets pick^. 
One would like to know his complete reactions the morning ^er an 
evening with Wilkes, die genial enemy not only of Boswell’s piety 
but of his King, whom Wilkes had attacked in the House in 1777, 
during a debate on the Civil List, with more audacity than usual. 

, ‘The Crown has made a purchase of this House with die money of the 
people I’ Wilkes had cri^ to an embarrassed Commons, every man 
present knowing it to be true. For five years also he had been thunder- 
ing indefotigably for peace with the American Colonies and the 
recognition of dieir full rights. ‘Force avails nothing I . . . Every fiiend 
of the Owistitution sees in the support of the American cause a 
vindication of the rights of Englishmen ! . , . They [die Americans] 
avoid us, as a tyrannical, unprincipled, rapacious, and ruined nation ! 
Their only fear is tiiat the luxury and profligacy of diis country should 
gain their people !’ Gufiaws round the House at such eloquence firom 
such a champion of virtue were even more excusable on another 
occasion, when Mr. Wilkes fervently quoted Holy Writ in a speech in 
fovour of rdieving teachers of the EHsenting sects from subscription 
to the Thirty-nine Articles. His rhetorio— ‘pert but Jfeeble’, says 
Macualay in his essay on Chatham — was curioudy unconvincing, and 



nUCtlNE AND RISE 


175 

by 1780, having been returned once more for Middlesex, Wilkes was 
a silent and isolated figure in the House, admitting himself a spent 
volcano. The Whigs, whom he had served so well, could give him no 
Government post, for George HI was implacable. They could have 
found him some other snug place, but they did not.^ He shrugged 
Whig ingratitude off as he shrugged off most things, with a cheerful 
grin. ‘Wilkes and Liberty!* piped an old woman after him one 
morning as he walked through ^e City to his Guildhall office. ‘Quiet, 
you old fool !’ he growled amiably. ‘That’s all over long ago !’ His 
popularity with the masses was extinct, but a litdc clique of 6ithful 
admirers remained; among them was Frederick, Prince of Wales, 
who hated his father far more than Wilkes did. The Americans also 
never ceased to admire him, as well they might, and he could have 
crossed the Adandc and become Washiiigton’s successor, belike, but 
for his un-American morals. 

Having attended one more levee in September, at which he eagerly 
promised the King a copy of his Journal of a Tout to the Hebrides on 
the day of publication, Bosw^ spent Christmas at Auchinleck with his 
family. He returned to London in January to be called to the English 
Bar at the opening of Hilary Term, 1786, for the great plunge was now 
taken. 


2 

It was, fortunately for Boswell, a pure formality vrithout deamina- 
tion. One sees him, for once wdl-w^cd and freshly shaven, sprucely 
correct in a new forende wig and gown and snowy, wcll-starchcd 
bands, creaking up Inner Temple Rbll in squarcM:oed silver-buckled 
shoes with two fellow-candidates to be received and to take the 
necessary oaths dcnoundiig tlie Holy See of Rome— now occupied, 
all unawares, by Pius VI, the future prisoner of the French Rc5)uhllc — 
and abjuring tJhie Blessed Saaament. The call cereniony over, Boswell 
and his two learned brethren, one of whom was tic Hon. Dain.es 
Barrington, White of Sdbome's fdlow-nafrjralist and a friend of 
Johnson, gave tie usual dinner in Hall to their finends. Among 

^ During his Parisian exOc in 1^6$ the Rockingham Whigs oi^ed him^XiOOO 
a year while theWhig government remained in office. Wilkes refiised, icgatdfn 
this as a bribe to shut his moudi ; then, three months later, accepted. This pendon 
ceased in > ■ ' 
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Boswell’s guests were Reynolds, Wilkes, Malone, Dr. Brocklcsby, 
Dilly, his publisher, and Baldwin, his printer. The great chandelier 
was lighted in their honour. 

On March i, being Ash Wednesday, Boswell knelt with the crowd 
at the altar-rails in the chapel of the Neapolitan Embassy to have die 
sign of the Cross traced in ashes on his fordhead before Mass by *a 
holy Priest^s finger*, he writes in his diary, with the solemn ancient 
words Memento, homo, quia pulvis es, et in pulverem reverteris. He was 
taking his new career very seriously; but having begun to attend the 
King’s Bench daily, notebook in hand, he found exhilaration slowly 
waning and depression taking its place. He was beginning to realise 
clearly, for once, to what he had committed himself at the age of 46, 
with most of his contemporaries at the Bar years ahead of him. Never 
very well acquainted, as he admits to Temple, with the Yorms, quirks 
and quiddities’ of Scots Law, he had now to master a sufficiency of the 
widdy-different complications of the English corpus, and he was not, 
except in rare spurts, given to study or concentration. 

It is true that Boswell had less to fear than a man in the same position 
today. The Bar was not yet a cut-throat competition, the ILaw’s tempo 
was leisurely, and, as we observe from Marriage i la Mode, a fashionable 
Counsellor Silvertongue might occupy his mornings and evenings 
more agreeably than in the Courts. But Boswell had a vast deal of 
leeway to make up. Although the Chinese enigma of the Law was not 
still further complicated in the 1780’s by the necessity, abolished a 
few years before, to plead in law-Latin, and although Blackstone’s 
Commentaries had recmtly enabled the average student to make sense 
henceforth of at least part of a bewildering mass of mumbo-jumbo 
which recalls the Bridlegoose chapters in Pantagruel, the only way to 
learn one’s way about the mazy procedure was, as Johnson had once 
warned Boswell, to haunt the Courts daily. ‘You must be careful*, the 
Doctor had saidj ‘to attend constantly at Westminster HaU; both to 
mind your business, as it is almost all learned there (for nobody reads 
now), and to show that you want business.’ 

Contemporary prints show the lawyers so engaged, pacing 
Westminster Hall, poring over the bookstalls which line it, and 
escorting fair clie n ts and their kpdogs to and fro; at one end of the 
Hall sit the judges in elevated state, wearing cocked hats over 
their great full-bottomed wigs. The lawyers* el^;ant nonchalance, 
demonstrated especially in their gestures and tie graceful disposal of 
their legs, may be to some extent artistic frncy; nevertheless I can wcU 
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imagine the chilly, dank odour of Westminster Hall and the case of 
its professional crowd rnritnidariTig a novice like Boswell as he 
contemplates the scene. He consulted Malone, himself a barrister, and 
Malone advised him strongly to go on circuit until he was better 
acquainted with English legal procedure. It is clearly due to Malone’s 
advice that we find Boswell this very spring on the Northern Circuit, 
and the comic central figure of a celebrated anecdote. 

The Northern Circuit at this period covered the coimties of York, 
Lancashire, Durham, Northumberland, Cumberland, and Westmor- 
land, and it is to the assizes at Lancaster this April that the story attaches. 
Like most legal stories, it borders on the dulL Its climax I am inclined, 
Kkc Leslie Stephen, to regard with the liveliest suspicion. 

The authority for the story is the femous judge Lord Eldon, formerly 
Mr. John Scotty who in his old age related to a Mr. Twiss, who wrote 
his memoin, his reminiscences of a long and successful life at the Bar. 
In an early page Twiss records that during the Lancaster Assizes of 1786, 
as Scott and other jovial young members of his mess were on thdr way 
to supper, they found "Jwmny Boswell’ lying drunk on the pavement 
Conspiring together over supper and raising a guinea and half between 
them, they sent Boswell, with fees for himself and his clerk, a brief 
with instructions to move forthwith for a writ of Qaare adhaesit 
pavimenfo, adding a few notes conveying that this required considerable 
learning. Having despatched his derk to all the attorneys in Lancaster 
for books bearing on this matter, but in vain, Boswell did the best he 
could (the story proceeds) with the notes on his brief and duly moved 
for a writ of Quare adhaesit in full Court, to the astonishment of the 
Bench and the hilarity of the Bar, one of whom at length enlightened 
his Lordship, amid much laughter, edioed incidentally by the genial 
Thackeray, who swallows this stX3ry whole in The Fo«r Gorges, 

One can bdievc the impossible, but not the improbable. I fed it 
utterly improbable that Boswdl, whatever his foDics when drunk, 
could be taken, in when sober by such a Fourth Form jape; for though 
his Latin was never up to Honours standard he would certainly be at 
once capable of translating Quare adhaesit pavitnerUOf even if no prosaic 
Lancaster attorney did so for his derk’s benefit, and peredving its 
pomL I do not doubt that the bright young sparks of Boswell’s mess 
would seize any opportunity to make a butt of one who was their 
elder and superior in so many ways as a man of the world, atravdled 
man,anhabitu^ ofthcbestintcllcctual London sodety, a laird of ancient 
fondly, an intimate of Dr. Johnson, an acquaintance of Voltaire and 
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Rousseau, a successful nian of letters, and so forth, and I do not doubt 
that Boswell’s sociable natine and fondness for the bottle gave them 
more chances than one. But I decline with oaths to believe that they 
could have led Boswell to make such a public exhibition of himself 
in his sober hours as Eldon s story asserts. 

One turns for light to Boswell’s Lancaster diary. There is an entry 
halfway down the page for Thursday, April 6 : 

Last night a feigned Brief had been left at my lodgings. 

After that the page is blank, and the entries are not resumed for some 
little time. Unless pages are missing, this tantalising silence might 
certainly seem to indicate that something ignominious happened, 
more or less as Eldon describes. However, on looking at the entry 
for the previous night, April 5, when Boswell was supposed to be 
helplessly drunk, we find that having dined ‘moderately* in mess he 
went afterwards to the Assembly Rooms, where he played whist and 
drank tea with the fashionables of Lancaster and was ‘quite gay*, and 
plainly sober. He may of course have got drunk after that, but as 
Eldon and his colleagues would have been at supper long before the 
Assembly ended, it seems unlikely that they could have found him on 
the pavement on their way, as Eldon says; had they found him after 
supper there might be something in it. I am apt to bdieV’e that at the 
age of 73 Eldon*s memory may have deceived him, and that a Northern 
Circuit mess-l^end of his youth may have assumed an undue tinge of 
actuality in his aged mind. 

In May Boswell returned to London to the Kiiig*s Bench and to those 
growing forebodings for the future which even a revival of The 
Beggar^ s Opera^ which he so constantly loved for its containit^ ‘so 
much of London life, so much brilliant wit, and such a variety of 
airs which, j&om early association of ideas, engage, soothe, and enliven 
the mind’, could not banish for many bouts. Th^ is a poignant entry 
in his diary at the beginning of July, recording how he quitted the 
Courts at the end of the day in blank, dazed misery aud wandered about 
the City half distracted, thinking of ‘my dear wife and children*, with 
tears str e a ming down his face, and how he finally found himsfilf in 
the wilds of iHdgatc, where he took a cheerless meal of tea and dry 
buttered toast at a coflfccHhousc and returned west to grapple with his 
despair. Paoli, whose guest he was in Portman Square, heard his 
groans with the usual sympathetic kindness, and advised him with 
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Strong common sense. 'You are past the age of ambition, said the 
General ‘You should determine to be happy with your wife and 
children/ But next day or the day after buoyancy returned, and 
cheered by ‘an enchanting letter from my wife*, Bosw^ determined to 
stay in London. He at once took a house in Great Queen Street, 
Lincoln’s Inn Hdds — No. 56, demolished in 1915 — and having written 
to his wife to make preparations for coming south, moved into hall- 
furnished, rat-haunt^ apartments on a memorable week-end, July 
9-1 1, and began at last to tackle the Life of Johnson in desperate earnest, 
liviug for three days on tea and toast 

His friends rallied round him with encouragement in this mighty 
resolve. He dined ftequently with Malone and Reynolds; also with 
Wilkes in Kensington, where what one might almost be excused for 
calling a choice repast, including turde-soup, venison, fruits, ices, 
champagne, and half a dozen other wines, demonstrated that the best 
of everything was stiU good enough for jovial Mr. Wilkes, as his many 
creditors agreed. This summer, moreover, Boswch experienced an 
agreeable surprise. Lord Lonsdale had evidendy been informed of the 
fenferc saluting him in the Letter to the People of Scotland of the previous 
year. 1 His lordship’s attention may also have been drawn to a discreet 
footnote in that recent literary success, the Journal of a Tour to the 
Hebrides^ in which Mr. Boswell mentioned, apropos the ancient 
Lowther femily, that a due mixture of severity and kiiidness, economy 
and munificence, characterises its present Representative*. Whatever 
Lonsdale’s reason — curiosity most of aU, belike, for in the world of 
hate in which he moved tributes of any sort were notably lareH— he 
sent Boswell a note in July asking him to dinner; an invitation, or 
rather command, ficom which Boswell was forced by all the social 
conventions to excuse hiraselt since he and Lonsdale had never met. 
But his diary whoops and dances in boyish glee. ‘The great Lowther 
has taken me up I I may be raised to eminence in the State !* The 
recurring mirage of political ambition, lately flickering rather dimly 
on his horizon, has suddenly flamed up, bright, hot, and near, and the 
indefetigable hunter of dreams springs up ardent as ever. 

He needed a little stimulation to his self-esteem at the moment, 
perhaps. Despite the gratifying success of the Hebrides Journal, this 
year 1786 had dealt him a blow which hurt. In March was published 
Anecdotes of the late Samuel Johnson^ by Mrs. Thrale, now Mrs, Kozsd, 
which contained at least one spifefiil allusion to himself, amid a 
plethora of commas. 
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A txick, which I have seca played oxx common occasions, of sitting steadily 
down at the other end of the room, to write at the moment what should be 
said in company, either by Dr. Johnson or to him, I never practised mysdf, 
nor approv^ of in another. There is something so ill-bred, and so mclining 
to treachery in this conduct, that were it commonly adopted, all confidence 
would soon be exiled firom society. 

Almost equally catty was Mrs. Thralc*s rendering of a conversation 
of July 1773 in whiclr Johnson playfully discussed with her his future 
biographer. Mrs. Thrale’s instant suggestion of Goldsmith the Doctor 
rejected on account of *the dog’s particular malice towards me, and 
general disregard for truth’. The unlikely Dr. Taylor of Ashbourne, 
the even more unlikely Dr. James (of James’s iWer Powder), and 
‘Jack Hawkesworth’ were then vaguely canvassed, and the Doctor 
brushed the topic away with the pronomcement that either Mrs. 
Thrale should write his life, with Taylor’s help, or that he would 
outlive them all and write it himself. The name of James Boswell is 
not mentioned by Mrs. Thrale at all I do not doubt for a moment 
that it was suppressed deliberately, as a counterblast to Johnson’s tadt 
approval of Boswell’s biographical intentions, as displayed in the 
recendy-puhlished Tour to the Hebrides. Mrs. Thrale had strong fimunine 
prejudices, and Boswdl very nearly topped her black-list. 

Apart firom all ebc, Mrs. Thrale-Piozad had so manipulated her 
presentation of the Doctor in general that Boswell confided to his 
diary, in a spasm of bitterness, that her picture of Johnson 
on the Thralcs and sacrificing his fiiends to the rich fleshpots of 
Streadiam Place *cooled my warmth of enthusiasm for my illustrious 
Priend’. But this mood was soon over. Mrs, Thrale’s inaccuracies 
and bias were all too evident. Boswell promptly pointed out in The 
Gazetteer a few of ‘die lively Lady’s’ mishandlings of fact, as he did 
later in the Lije. Horace Walpole characteristically damned her book 
as a heap of rubbish, and the satiric Peter Pindar (Dr. Wolcot) proceeded 
to take both ‘Bozzy* and ‘Pioza’ to pieces in a long and ill-natured 
Town Eclogucy which first pillories the alleged rivals — 

At length rush*d forth two candidates for Fame, 

A Scotchman one, and one a London Dame, 

7 ^ 0 ^, bydf emphatkk Johnson chri.sten*d Bozzyt 
This, by the Bihop's Uceme, Dame IHozzi, 

Whose widow'd name, by topers lov’d, was Tkoie, 

Bright in the annals of Bl^on Ale .. . 

~dien makes diem attack each other: 
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Madam Viozzi 

Who told of Mistress Montague the lie— 

So palpable a falsehood? Bozzy— fie! 

Bozzy 

Who would have said a word about Sm^s wig, 

Or told the story of the Peas and Pig? 

Who would have told the tale, so very flat, 

0£ Frank, the Black, and Hodge, the mangy Cat ? 

Madam Piozzi 

Pm sure youVe mentioned many a pretty story 
Not much redounding to the Doctor’s glory; 

Now for a saint upon us you would palm him, 

Pirst murder die poor man, and then embalm him ! 

And so forth, growing more and more shrill and personal, till Mrs. 
Thralc gets the I^t word. 

I stificr only— if Pm in the wrong. 

So now, you prating Puppy, hold your tongue ! 

Homespun satire enough, and it did not prevent the Anecdotes fiom 
capturing the town. The first edition sold out on the day of publication* 
and George III himsdtfhad to go without a copy. One can see BoswdOl 
gritting his teeth as he turns afresh to his growing pile of manuscript, 
yet not too cast dowru He had on the stocks .wh^ he knew, in his 
calmer moments, to be a masterpiece which would dispose of Mrs. 
Thrale s chatter very easily. Meanwhile here was Lowther, evidently 
interested. And had not Burke said to him, Boswell, in 1781, ‘Wc 
must do something for you, for our own sakes’ e Nothing had come 
of it so far. The genial Burke had smiled and nodded and passed on, 
and, after recommending Boswell to General Conway, let the matter 
&de fiom his xnind; hat politicians were notoriously abstracted, and 
could always be reminded. Then again there was Pitt, who had been 
so kind over the Letter of 1784; and Dundas, who had praised it, hatA 
said something in the same year about supporting a candidature. Yes, 
the future was certainly brightenirg, despite his fiilure so far at the 
English Bar, For Lonsdale, who had launched the younger Pitt, 
wielded terrific power, and Lonsdale had his eye on him. 

He went up to, Scotland in September to collect Mn, Boswdl and 
the family. On Wednesday, September 20, (heBoswcUs, seven ofthem, 
left Aodfinleck with Mn. Bruce, the housckeqper, in two postchaises, 
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and, travelling by easy stages, arrived in Great Queen Street five days 
later. And one afternoon towards the end of November, as he was 
drinking tea with his fiiend Charles DiUy in the Poultry, his man- 
servant arrived from Great Queen Street with an urgent message. 
Lord Lonsdale was desirous to get into touch with Mr. Boswell. 
Would Mr. Boswdl please call at Grosvenor Square at his earliest 
convenience? O happy day! In a flutter of excitement Boswell 
hastened in a hackney-coach to Lonsdale’s toAvn house, to be received 
by Mr, Garforth, his agent, and to be invited to act as counsel at the 
CarMc election, which Lonsdale was directing a week hence. 
Accepting eagerly, Boswell sped in high spirits to tell the news to 
Malone. The Gebat Lowther— his diary br^s into hurraying capitals 
— ^had taken him up at last. 

There is no record of his performance during this election. He was 
quite capable of putting up a good one. His legal duti^ lasted a week, 
and he returned to London in a glow of content. 


3 

Tlicre is a quaint entry in Boswell’s diary under the date Monday, 
April 23, 1787; 

‘Only water. Some Life,’ 

It indicates how stead&stly he was buckling down to the great work 
this spring, despite the new temptation to lose himself in political 
dreams. Naturally die water>-diet is not a constant; but be is sticking 
more or less steadily to his writing, in his spare time from the Courts, 
with Malone at his elbow to assist and encourage him. Even in the 
Courts his luck is turning. On May 26 he got tds first brief as junior 
in an action of trover, through a servant of Paoli’s.^ It is true that no 
fee was attached, and true also that because the attorney on his side 
forgot to warn him when the case was coming on in the King’s Bench 
he was not there, greatly to the annoyance of his leader; but still, it was 
a heginmng. Meanwhile he was making progress with tiie Life, 
and had so little time for correspondence thiat even Temple only got 
cjne letter t^ year, it would seem ; a very short one, written in January, 
and chiefly interesting because having been in the Courts all morning, 
Boswell says, he is di n i ng at>Sit Joshua Reynolds’s at four with the 
iyover, n, Qegal). Action to recover value of goods wror^ffully taken or 
detained. (Pc. trmver, find,)— Oxford Dictionary. 
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Poet Laureate. The Laureate in 1787 was the Rev. Dr. Tliomas 
Wartou, Johnson s fidcud, that stout little husky, rcdfaccd, cheerful 
don. of Trinity (Oxon.) who loved beer, tobacco, tavem-suppers, 
and *the Gothick’, and whose Pleasures of Melancholy are well known 
to poetry-lovers; though I believe some modem connoisseurs prefer 
his Ode on the marriage of George IE, with its graceful tribute to 
our most prolific sovereign: 

While chiefi, like George, approv’d in worth alone, 

Unlocked chaste Beauty's adamantine zone , . . 

If Boswell needed any literary spur this year the booksdlcn, or 
as wc should say nowadays, the publishers of London supplied it, 
when The Life of Samuel Jolinson^ IX.D., by Sir John Hawidns, Kt, 
came out and sold two editions with some success. Hfiy members of 
the London book trade had jointly jumped the claim of Boswell and 
Dilly and conunissioned Hawkins tp write a 'definitive’ or 'ofSckl’ 
biography of the Doctor, after approaching Dr. Percy and Sir William 
Scott in vain. A jolt for BoswcH, undoubtedly, though he was 
expecting something of the sort Hawkins, a foundation-member of 
the Literary Club and, as wc have noted, one of Johtison^s executors, 
with immediate access to those of his private papers remaining fi:om 
the Doctor’s bonfires, was an obvious choice for Dilly’s trade-rivals. 

Reading Hawkins’s book today, one perceives tiiat Boswdl had Httle 
to worry over. The most charitable adjective for Hawkins’s Life is 
'worthy'. The pompous, priggish lawyer-musician (his huge five- 
volume History of the Science and Practice of Music is, or was, a standard 
work) admired Johnson but lacked the Johnsonian aether’, and did not 
know how to use his material. HisL/^ is flat-footed, sguaro-toed, jog- 
trot, and tangential, and as Boswell, whom he so heavily snubbed, takes 
leave to remark accurately in the introduction to his own Llfe^ a vary 
small part of it relates to the person who is the subject of tihe book’. 
A reasonable amount of hxcbvancy in biography is no crimfc, as wc 
discern firom the work of the master himsdf. Hawims’s perpetual 
asides arc mostly neither illuminating nor amusing. At rare intervals 
in his 600 pages he produces a good anecdote, or some drfly-attractivc 
phrase sxnix as 'Cave had no great relish for mirth, hut he could bear 
it’, and 'How comes it else to pass that no sooner is a playhouse opened 
than it becomes surrounded by a halo of brothels f I would give him 
decent credit also for a remark on Johnson’s 'unmanly relish’ for tea. 
But for the most pari: he is a plodder and a pedant. 
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Nwcxthdess Khwkins’s Life of Johnson cannot be dismissed entirely. 
If be reveals little of the essential Johnson, he gives us two scenes, one 
festive, one macabre, which are not too fer firom the Boswell mark: 
the account of the decorous all-night orgy at the Devil Tavern in 1750 
in honour of Mrs. Charlotte Lenox, when Johnson s face at 5 a.m, 
shone with 'meridian splendour*, and that grim final glimpse of the old 
dying man snatching lancet and scissors and stabbing at his dropsical 
legs under the bedclothes, to relieve his tortured breathing. Hawkins 
is right, moreover, in his criticism of the Doctor’s diktorincss over his 
vrill and that 'ill-directed benevolence’ which resulted in spoiling a 
thankless and selfish negro with a bequest of Htdc short of £1,500 
and stinting one or two needy relatives of their due. 

On the subject of Frank Barber, Johnson’s negro servant, Hawkins, 
who disliked him intensely, inddbitally raises a question countless 
Johnsonians have asked themselves. What were the precise duties of 
this Jamaican, whom Johnson had acquired firom Dr. Bathurst, whose 
fether had brought him to England? Buder? Footman? Valet? 
Handyman? Hawkins gives it up. 

Diogenes himself never wanted a servant less than he [Johnson] seemed 
to do; the great bushy w%, which throughout his life he aflFccted to wear, 
by that doscnca of texture which it had contracted and been suffered to retain, 
was ever ncady as impenetrable by a comb as a quickset hedge; and little of 
the dust that had once settled on his outer garments was ever known to have 
been disturbed by the brush. In short, his garb and thd whole of his external 
appearance was, not to say negligent, but slovenly, and even squalid; to all 
which, and the necessary consequences of it, he appeared as insensible as if 
he had been nurtured at the Cape of Good Hope. 

Once and once only in Boswell’s Life do we catch a glimpse 
of Johnson’s negro engaged in any kind of domestic service, apart 
fi:om opening the door. It is on the great day of the WOkes dinner, 
when Johnson, belatedly about to dress, roan ‘Frank, a clean shirt!’ 
Barber was therefore a kind of valet-pariourman, it would seem. 
Boswell’s uruformly suave politeness in print towards ‘Mr. Frank 
Barber* may seem a litdc strange, but fhere is perhaps a good reason 
why Boswdl criticises neither the negro nor Johnson’s double spoiling 
of him— in life, by spending nearly ^300 in an attempt to have him 
taught Greek and Latin, ^ and in death, by pampering him in his wiU. 

1 For whidL extcavaganct, Hawkins says, blind old Mrs,Willianis often bullied 
the Doctor when complaining of Barbas misdeeds. TThls is your scholar ! — 
your pMosophor 1— upon whom you have spent so many hundred pounds !* 
The negro him sel f seems to have accepted all Johnson's Irin d r e ss as his doc. ' 
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The reason, I think, might be detected in the fact that it was necessary 
to obtain Mr. Frank Barber’s permission to borrow some of Johnson^s 
papers from Sir John Hawkins. Mr. Barber was to be minagi. 

One can forgive Hawkins more readily for going oflf at a tangent 
to discuss Frank Barber than some of his other expeditions. But one is 
bound to agree that his fiill-lcngth sketch of Lord Chesterfield, some- 
thing of a cad, is admirable, and his accoimt of the poet Dyer’s blossom- 
ing ‘with sober and temperate deliberation’ from Nonconformity 
into the gay life, exactly like one or two Yellow Book figures of (he 
iSpo’s, has undoubtedly, as Henry James said of the frshionable actress, 
a certain cadaverous charm. What is difficult to forgive in Hawkins 
is his making no attempt to display die Doctor’s personality, apart 
from harping overmuch on his hypochondria, stfll less to reproduce 
that splendid vigorous talk which Boswell docs so brilhandy. As for 
his one and only reference (in the account of the Hebrides journey) 
to ‘Mr. Boswell, a native of Scotland*, tliat was soon to be avenged, 
for who reads Hawkins now? 

The rival biographers knew each other slighdy at this time and did 
not much care for each otiuer. Hawkins’s book stirred Boswell’s 
indignation at its ‘dark uncharitable cast’. Stung in addition by the 
deliberate slight on himsdf, he called on Hawkins to protest. 

‘Surely, surely, Mr, Jams Boswdl?’ 

Hawl^’s saturnine features relaxed a trifle. 

‘I know what you mean, Mr. Boswell; you would have had me say 
that Johnson undertook this tour with The Boswell ?’ 

A palpable hit, to which no reply is recorded-^ 


4 

In August this year Boswell took his wife and twelve-year-old 
Sandic up to Auchitileck for a change of air, returning to London with 
them in September. In November he asked the omnipotent Dundas 
to ditinpr with Reynolds, Langton, Malone, and Sir John Dick, and 
Dundas came, and was ‘firank and good-humoured*; well aware, it 

^ Anecdote by Miss Hawkins, the dim ax unconfirmed by Boswell’s diary. 
The slight still r^ikled in 1789, when Boswell complained to Temple of Hawkim's 
malevolence. ^Observe how he talks qf me as quite unknown* NcvcrthdcM we 
finfi Hawkins at two little parties for cards and music’ given by the Boswdl 
girls in 1791, and Boswdl and he continaed to meet at intervals, not i mamir ably. 
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seems, of the question in his host's eye, and breezily determined to 
ignore it. It may have been due in some degree to undercurrents at 
this dinner that Boswell, restless and deeming the time ripe for some 
kind of self-assertion somewhere, boldly applied to ‘the great Lowther’ 
on December i for the vacant Rccordenhip of Carlisle. Making a 
consideiable favour of it (Lord Darlington was one of a aowd of 
applicants, he assured BoswcU), Lonsdale gave it him a month later. A 
pleasant onoen indeed, and unexpected. Had Boswell any idea of the 
nature of the man into whose hands he was delivering himself? 

Georgian velvet, bag-wig, sword, blue riband, and star feil somehow 
to express the essential ego of Sir James Lowther, Bt., created first 
Bad of Lonsdale in 1784. proper costume, one feels, is the stiff 
doth-of^old dalmatic of Basil E, Bulgaroktoiwst the Bulgar-Skycr of 
Byzantium, or the silk robes and turban of Sulieman the Magnificent, 
or the bejewelled caftan and red morocco kneeboots of Ivan the 
Terrible; for even in appearance Lonsdale was a perfect Oriental 
despot bom out of his true sphere. To that ‘swarthy. Turk-like 
stateliness' of Boswell’s fibt impression he added qujities which 
Smollett’s feieud. Dr. Alexander Carlyle of inveresk, summed up in a 
well-known comminatory phrase: ‘More detested than any man alive 
as a shameless political sharper, a domestic Bashaw, and an intolerable 
tyrant over his tenants/ 

Political sharpers were not rare in the England of the Magnates, 
where out of 513 members of Parliament in a givea year 307 owed 
their seats to patrons;^ where scats were bought and sold for cash like 
hats, or peerages under a modem liberal Government; where the 
Treasury itself was in the market, and Prime Minister Lord North, 
needing three Cornish scats in die general election of 1774, bad to pay 
Lord Falmouth 7,500 guineas for them; where Old Sarum was not a 
proverb, and the political patron was a recognised caste. Domestic 
bashaws were likevtisc not unknown, nor tyrants over their tenantry. 
But no potentate in Georgian E ngland coming imdcr any of these 
three hc^ seems to have cracked the whip with the insolence of 
Lonsdale. If this temperamental bully (or ‘humourist’, as Boswell 
calls him, in the quaint dghteenth-century argot) did not have offending 
serfi knouted or bowstrung when the spirit moved, he was restrained 
by nothing but the absurdities of British law, and his towns of White- 

^ KgUEt# quoted by Grey and Maddatodx in tbo Reform Petition of 
Of these 307 nominees, some of whom had never seen a constituent, 1 57 belonged, 
like their seats, to 84 patrons. 
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liavcn and Penrith went in terror of him. At Cambridge he had 
bdoi^cd to ‘The Bucks’, a gang of gold-tufted Mohodks whose 
pleasures when in liquor were to brc^ into shops, stand passing 
women on their heads, and run amuck generally, ^;ainst a back- 
ground of low-bowing donnish backs. Lonsdale carried the same zest 
into public hfe, enjoying the fear and hatred which surrounded him. 
In the north, where he cicercised despotic rule and defied his creditors 
firom Whitehaven Casdc and Lowther, his writs took precedence of 
George Hi’s. His wealth was considerable, his ferocity a byword, and 
his power apdy conveyed in four lines by Peter Pindar: 

. . . even by the dements confess’d 
Of mines and boroughs Lohsdalb stands possess’d, 

And one sad servitude alike denotes 

The slave that labours and the slave that votes, 

Pohrically he could defy competition anywhere north of YorL 
Among a profusion of other jobberies he had nine Parliamentary 
boroughs in his pocket, the holders being known in the Commons as 
‘Lonsdale’s Ninepins’, and the younger Pitt, whom he launched on his 
career by putting him in for Appleby in 1781, naturally had lifelong 
obKgations to him. Lonsdale in fiict exerdsed, to quote Lord Rosebery, 
‘a sway which we can now hardly measure or imagine. In 1782 he 
had offered to build and equip at his own expense a vessel of war with 
70 guns.^ Boswell and Wilberforce have home almost trembling 
testimony to the splendour of his Court, tempered by extreme awe, 
and which northern politicians haunted like a northern St. James’s.*® 
A British newspaper baron of the 1940*$, controlling and dictating 
every day in the year the thoughts and passions and impulses pf some 
two or three million of the compulsorily-educatcd halfbaked, could 
probably raise an eyebrow at Rosebery’s concept of absolute power* 
Lonsdale’s age at any rate admitted it, admired, and trembled. It was 
this tiger into whose jaws James Boswell was now inserting his 
thoughtless head. 

He was not to fall foul of the dictator yet awhile, for Lonsdale was 
undoubtedly attracted and amused by this vivacious new plaything. 
The recordership of Carlisle meanwhile enabled Boswdl to preen 
himsdf with great satisfiiction. It gave him a recognised position in 
the Lonsdale entourage, and was plainly a stepping^tonc. The duties 

^ Costing— hull, masts, and tigging alone— some ;C50,ooo, 

® HU, 1891. I cannot find any ‘almost trembling testimony’ by Boswdl to 
Lonsdale’s Court, though he certainly viewed Lonsdale for some time as aportent. 
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of a recorder in England somewhat resemble those of a comgidor in 
seventeenth-century Spain, without the tall ebony cane, the plumage, 
and the horsemansHp. He is the principal legal officer of his borough 
or dty and the sole judge at the sessions he summons quarterly, also 
deciding appeals firom ffic local justices. Today a recordership is a 
Crown appointment, and the holder, who must have had at least 
five years’ experience at the Bar, is generally a ‘silk’* In the 1780’s 
there was less fuss, and at Carlisle, at least, the office was almost 
honorary, as I deduce firom the salary of ^20 a year attached to it. 
Boswell’s receipts are not recorded in the Corporation archives. It 
would seem that his salary was paid by Lonsdale’s household treasurer. 
Except for sessions and election duties he could continue to live in 
London. 

Is it difficult to sec James Boswell enveloped in the majesty of the 
Law, administering justice solus with gravity and decorum? In the 
absence of any evidence to the contrary in the Carlisle archives it would 
seem that he carried out his duties, during his brief term of office, with 
entire satis&ction; and why not? He was not unused to making deci- 
sions, and his light acquaintance with the law need not hamper him 
to any extent, since he had effident prompters on the bench bdow. 
I can see him eiyoying his new role mightily to begin with, the very 
pcad and phoenix of Recorders, starched and statdy, following the 
evidence with pursed lips and sphinxlike immobility, delivering 
judgment in ripe forensic periods, tempering severity with that kindness 
ofhis, and, afier the day’s work, unbending with his peers over a botde 
of darct in the judges’ parlour with his usual vivadty. 

The only trace preserved in his private papers of the manner in 
which he carried out his duties is the greater part ofhis address to the 
grandL jury at the Michaelmas Sessions, 1789; a dignified allocution, 
congratulaiiig the dty of Carlisle on the fact that the grand jury had a 
blank calcn. d a r before it, congratulating the country on the ‘excellent 
Government under which we live’, indulging in a little politico- 
historical re m i ni scence, and reminding the grand jvirymcn that to fear 
God and honour the King is the duty of every truebom Briton. 
It is an address showing Mr. Boswell once more to be a stout champion 
of law and order, throne and altar, axid it can have done him ho harm 
in exalted circles. 

Domestic troubles meanwhile were increasing, London plainly 
did not suit jMrs* Boswdl* who was now approadiing the final stages 
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of consumptioii, and her condition made her husband’s work very 
diflScult In February 1788, asserting to Temple that T am absolutely 
certain my mode ofbiography is the most perf^ that can be conceived, 
and will be more of a Life tim any work that has ever yet appeared’, 
Boswell adds: 

I have been wretchedly dissipated, so that I have not written a line for a 
fertnight; but to-day I resume my pen, and shall labour vigorously. I am now 
in strong, steady spirits, which m^e me confident, inst^ of being in des- 
pondency. Oh, my fiiend, what can be the reason of such depression as we 
often suffer e I am very, very imeasy, on account of the state of my affiirs. 
When you come wc will consolt 

With a postcript: 

My wife is, I thank God, much better; but is it not cruel to keep her in this 
pemidous air, when she might be so much better at Auchinlcck i 

Margaret Boswell was indeed a very sick woman. Nearly eighty 
years were to pass before English physidans became aware of the 
properties of Davos-Platz and the other Swiss sanatoria, yet one would 
have thought any doctor would have ordered her long since out of the 
smoky and insalubrious prednets of what is now Great Queen Street, 
Kingsway. In Boswell’s diary we hear her continual hollow cough, 
and see the pain and worry on her husband’s fece as he toils at his 
manuscript in the next room. Perhaps her doctor was not to hlaroe 
entirely. The native stubhomness of Margaret Boswdl and a 
determination to keep an eye on her volatile mate had more than a little 
to do with her staying in London, I think. Nor did she suffer his 
vagaries in silence. Ill as she was, she was able to give Mr. Boswdl a 
tall dressing-down at the end of this February. Only the main heads 
of this curtain-lecture are set down in his diaiy, with rueful precision; 
it must have lasted some time, and is extremdy thorough. It touches 
on Mr. Boswell’s dissipated ways and recent shocking idleness, though 
the Li/e he is neglecting seems to be his chief financial asset; Mr. 
Bosw^’s fiiends, who arc undoubtedly fewer (sic) than in the old 
days, for people always shun a man in difficulties; his lack of money 
and increasing debts; the increasing expense of his fam ily; and the 
increasing folly — ^had Paoli seen her lately ? — of trying to live a London 
life when your estate and duty lie in Scotland. To such a tirade from 
such a typical Scots mother and housewife, Boswell’s reply, if any^ is 
notrecorded. Heinighthavedcfciidedhinisdftosonie extent, perhaps, 
by admitting that what was chiefly driving him to the botde nowadays 
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was his gnawing anxiety and increasing dread on her accoimt. Perhaps 
he said nothing. He may even have succeeded in making her laugh, 
which would be much better. They were very fond of each other. 

On May 15 he took her back to Auchinleck with Euphcmia and 
the infan t Betsy, a recent addition to the family, and having stayed 
there rill July, left to go on the Northern Qrcuit again; a dreary but 
inevitable engagement which meant dropping the Lifi for some 
weeks. 

His diary is not being kept day by day at this time but summarised 
briefly over a period. Otlicrwise we should have been afforded, no 
doubt, some interesting lights on the opening day of the Warren 
Hastings trial at Westminster HaU, February 13, and perhaps some 
corrective to Macaulay’s rhetoric. Boswell managed to get into this 
tremendous theatrico-legal show, for which seats were selling at 
fifty guineas apiece, through the influence of his fiiend John Cour- 
tenay, M.P. for Tadwordi, who took him into ‘the Ivlanagers’ Box’. 
His hasty diary-note makes no comment on the proceedings, and 
five days later, when he attended again, he mentions merdy that 
Burke spoke astonishingly wdL He was passionately on Hastings’ 
side, and even when Courtenay later revealed to him something of 
conditions in British India, which shocked him considerably, he had 
no doubt that his idol could give good reasons for his conduct, including 
his acceptance of that ^^100,000 present ftom the Nabob of Oude. 
Prom this time dates a temporary coolness with Burke, Hastings’ 
rdendess prosecutor. The rektions between Burke and Boswdl as a 
whole we may examine later. Before passing on Tcannot help quoting 
one of the great man’s mots, uttered to year at a diimer at Malone’s 
and preserved by Boswell, one feels, as a warning. Finding himself 
seated near a ham, Burke remarked jovially, apropos of nothing, 
‘I am Ham-Burke (Hamburg).’^ 

After Boswell’s return from the Northern Circuit the rest of the 
year is chiefly notable for feverish application to the Life, He was 
also trying to find a better house to live and work in, having somehow 
overcome his wife’s objections on the London question. In January 
1789 he teUs Temple he has at length succeeded. 

It is incredible what dif&culty I found, in several wedcs’ wandering, to find 
a house that would answer; at last I fixed on one at £so, in Queen Anne 

^ ‘No, Sit; I never heard Bmke xuake a good joke in my life.*— Johnson to 
Boswdltjoumd ef a Tourto the Hebrides. 
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Street Wcst> Caveadish Square, very small but neat. It bowever would not 
accommodate the whole of my fiutnily, even with tolerable convenicncy, 
but would serve as a sort of camp-lodging till better could be found. In 
winter, the upholsterers and brokers take numbers of houses and furnish 
them with old trash, and by letting them furnished get great profits. 

Evidently the Londons of George III and George VI are not so totally 
dissimilar as we often think. Apart from finding a house at what would 
nowadays be about 5^250 a year, Boswdl has to find himself chambers, 
and here one of his principal current worries comes again to the fore, 

I am in a most illegal sitnation, and for appearance should have cheap 
chambers in the Temple, as to which I am sdll inquiring. But in truth I am 
sadly discouraged by having no practice, nor probable prospect of it 

He confesses to Temple that lack, abeady mentioned, of mastery 
of the ^quirks and quiddities’ of the Law which often makes him afraid 
of exposing his ignorance; *yet die delusion of Westminster Hall, of 
brilliant reputation and splendid fortune as a barrister, still weighs on 
my imagination. I must be seen in the Courts, and must hope for some 
happy openings in causes of importance’. So dreams and illusions rule 
him stilL He goes on: 

Could I be satisfied with bdng Baron of Auchinledc» with a good income 
for a gentleman in Scotland, I might, no doubt, be independent. But what 
can be done to deaden the ambition which has ever raged in my veins He a 
frvert Ih the country I should sink into wretched gloom, or at best into listless 
and sordid abstraction. 

Which has moved a modem authority to remark that ‘the mental 
healdi of this unfortunate man depended cm a jSetion dxat was hardly 
plausible* ; though why the very normal and reasonable fear of 
degenerating into a tum^ by bdng forced to lire in a remote northern 
countryside, even on a suflSdent income, should provoke such 
contemptuous pity T cannot conceive. Better-bakaced men than 
Boswell have recoiled from such a prospect Eor this cultivated and 
eager fellow, whose true spiritual home was London, relegation to 
the backwoods merely meant relapsing into the vegetable state and 
acute melancholia more speedily than most Anyhow, he is determined 
to battle for better things. Lord Chancellor Thudow, he tdls Temple^ 
has not yet come up to the scratch, btit he will shortly try him again 
Meanwhile he is very near the end of the rough drafb-tiic work 
‘without nice correction’ — of Johnson’s Life^ and has just completed 
the Introduction and Dedication to Sir Joshua Ikeynolds, a difficult 
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task well done. When tie rough draft is ready, he and Malone wiU 
begin preparing tie first half for tie press. And diat political business 
is warming up as well. Boswell has been discreetly canvassing his 
chances during his late visit to Auchinleck, and secs a chance of slipping 
into a Parliamentary seat for Ayrshire if the rather involved manoeuvres 
of the local Whig and Tory machines give him power to ‘cast the 
balance*, as they look like doing. Pitt, he complains, is neglectful, 
and Dundas a sad fellow; yet if all else fiiils there is still a nearer possi- 
bility. ‘Should Lord Lonsdale give me a seat he would do well, but 
I have no claim upon him for it*. As a matter of fact three of Lonsdale's 
string of M.P.S, one of them Colonel Lowther, the great man’s 
brother, had recently assured Boswell that a seat at the next election 
was almost certain. It may have been after supper. It may even have 
been a joke. 

He can therefore afford to be a little scornful of Pitt, Does that 
reference to Pitt’s neglect sound like typical Boswellian fen&ronnadc ? 
Apart &om annoyance at Pitt’s ignoring one or two polite hints at an 
interview, Boswell had some backing, apparently, for the belief that 
Pitt should already have done something for him. Fantastic as it 
sounds, he tells Temple that ‘the excellent Langton’ recently called it 
disgraceful and utter folly in Pitt not to reward and att^ to his 
administration ‘a man of my popular and pleasant talents, whose 
merits he has acknowledged in a letter under his own hand* (this was 
the formal acknowledgment of Boswell’s India Bill pamphlet of 1784). 
Nobody has been able to explain this astonishing remark of Bcnnet 
Langton’s, He was too grave, good, and sober a man to have been 
under the influence of dr^ whm he uttered it, and he could hardly 
be accused of flightiness or a desire to jape; that one nocturnal frolic 
with Beauderk and Johnson at Covent G^den many years ago seems 
to have been die one and only burst of fiivoHty of a lifetime. Ether, 
then, Langton was being ironic, which is likewise utterly foreign to 
his character, or he meant it; and since he meant it, his view of Boswell 
must have been unique in London. 

Here I pause to rrflect sympathetically that there was one notable 
man at least whose high opinion of Boswell seems to have embraced 
his political genius at this period as welL The tribute occurs in a com- 
munication this year to Boswell’s second cousin and agent, Bruce 
Campbell, of Mihig, from none other than the admired poet, Mr. 
Robert Bums. The letter, ardent in its pride at *the honor of drawing 
my first breadi almost in the same parish with Mr. Boswell* and hinting 
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ac an introduction, encloses a set of verses by the poet, his junior by 
twenty years. They have to do with a politick gaidm-paity attended 
by the three Parliamentary ‘prospects’ for Ayrshire the previous 
summer. Addicts of Burns’s verse will recognise The Fete-Clmnpetrc 
as one of his less breath-taking compositions. It helps to demonstrate 
nevertheless BoswcU’s prestige in his own cotmtr^dc in this year 
1788. Reviewing the candidates, the poet cries; 

Or will we send a man law? 

Or will we send a sojer ? 

Or him wha led o’er Scotian’ a' 

The itLUckle Ursa Major ? 

Though BoswcU, to whom Campbell of Milrig passed on the 
covering letter, endorsed it ‘Mr. Robert Bwnw, the Poet^ expressitig 
very high sentimefits of m€\ and filed it away with his private papers, he 
did not return Burns's admiration and nowhere, so far ^is I can discover, 
mentions him or his works. Nor, apparendy, did Ayrshire’s two most 
eminent sons ever meet This is not too difficult to comprehend 
firom Boswell's standpoint There was nothing the polite virtuoso 
and citizen of Europe detested and avoided more all his life than the 
raw home-bred product in any form. His letters and diaries record 
more than one expression of disgust after encountering some uncouth 
Sawney (‘wuU ye hae any jed ?') in London. If he ever read Bums's 
vprse the native Doric gave him, pain, I imagine. Yet the two mig^t 
well have taken to each other. They had letters and intelligence and 
charm in common, they belonged to the same fireemasons' dub in 
Edinburgh, and they cadh had a notable fondness for women and tic 
bottle. If it ever became known in Scotland that Bums admired 
Boswell so much, the ffict might make an excuse for double bumpers 
henceforth at Bums Nicht gatherings, perhaps. I modestly place 
the suggestion before the great distilling combmes. 


5 

To s nmmn ti up a dear picture of James Soswdl and liis fortune 
at the beginning of 1789 the balance-sheet method of Robinson 
Crusoe might be useful. His assets are the Auchinledt estate^ the 
Great Wo:^ now taVing recognisable shape, and the growing, glowing 
possibility of a Parliamentary career. His debits are a very sick wife. 
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whom he loves and esteems, a dreary daily grind at the Bar — the brief 
of 1787 has not repeated itself— the growing expense of his family, and 
a load of debts. For his two yotmg sons, Alexander and James, are 
now in London to be educate^ and their bills at the Soho Academy 
arc already not negligible. A public school will very soon have to be 
chosen for them; Boswdl has in mind Eton or Westminster. Hjs 
eldest daughter Veronica, now sixteen, is also with him, superintending 
his household. On February 16 he tells Temple that he is hesitating 
about going on the Nordiem Circuit again. It will cost fifty pounds 
and he wiU have to endure four weeks of ‘rough, unpleasant company*. 
It will also mean holding up the Life and leaving Ms family. 

We know Boswell*s feelings for ^ family; he was strongly attached 
to all of them. Were his children equally attached to him f There is 
not much evidence at the moment, apart from a dutiful letter or two. 
I conjecture they must have regarded him at this time with a teasing, 
tolerant aficction at least. To the eightccnth-<cntury child the spectacle 
of a male or even female parent the worse for liquor at interns was 
normal enough, and however much Boswell drank and wallowed in 
depression he was a kind and indulgent and good-humoured father, 
and something more, as wc shall perceive in due course. He mentions 
to Temple about this time, with a wry grimace, that Alcsxandcr 
(Sandic), his eldest, is becoming restive and opposing him, ‘and no 
wonder’. It is the normal obstinacy of a growing boy of spirit towards 
a parent he may be fond of, but secs through. On the whole, I think, 
the BoswcU children must have been fairly happy, despite their mother’s 
illness and ‘Papa’s moods’. There is a glimpse in this February letter 
of the cver-kind PaoH, now in his 66th year, sending his coach for 
the frmily, with David Boswell, and entertaining them to dinner in 
Portman Square on the evening when London was illuminated for 
George Ill’s recovery from his first illness. An agreeable dinner-party 
it must have been. One sees the flushed childish faces in the candle- 
light, the gleaming silver and glass, the dark, smiling, courteous, 
grizzled G«ieral toasting Miss Veronica at his right hand, the voluUe 
Boswell at the other end of the table cracking simple j ohes and kugbing 
uproariously, the stolid David sipping his wine, the two small boys in 
their best velvet and ruffles kicking each other under the mahogany 
and eating enormously. Zoffimy should have painted the scena 

Tout passe. On March 5 Boswell is writing to Temple iu great 
distress. Margaret Boswefl is worse, and he is makmg ready to set out 
for Auchinlcci: at once, if necessary. It vtfxcs me to thfok I should 
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appear neglectful of so valuable and affectionate a wife and mother, 
by being here; but God knovTS how sincerely and tenderly I regard 
her/ He blames himself for being so &r away, but what else could he 
have done, with the Life to finish and the prospect of a capital prize 
out of ‘the great wheel of the Metropolis' before long ? And the old 
refrain appears again. 1 must acknowledge that owing to the melan- 
choly which lurks about me, I am too dissipated and drink too much 
wine. These circumstances I must refiraia, as well as I can/ He has 
already begged a trusted physidan. Dr. Campbell, to call on his wife 
‘as if on a visit of compliment (for she will not have one to attend her, 
thinking it of no use)’, and to send him a candid report. On March 
31 he is in the depths of despair, for the doctor’s report, just received, 
is alarming. His wife herself, though she writes ‘My fever sdll contumes, 
and I waste away daily/ begs him stoically not to leave London yet. 
But he can bear it no longer, and is to set out for Auchinleck ‘the day 
after tomorrow’, he tells Temple, taking Veronica with him. He has 
to be back in London on May zs to appear as Recorder of Carlisle 
in a King’s Bench case. He is racl^ with aiixfety, and there are doods 
newly rising over his political future as wdL 

As to mysdfi Dundas, chough he pledged himself (as the modem phrase is) 
to assist me in advandng in promotion, and though he last year assured me, 
upon his honour, that my letter concerning the Scotch Judges [the Letter 
of 1785, in which, it will be remembered, Boswell had unwisdy attacked 
Dundas] had made no difference; yet, except when I in a manner compelled 
him to dine with me last winter, has entirdy avoided me, and I strongly 
suspect has given Htt a prejudice against me. 

The letter ends with a typical Boswdl inconsequence. 

Do you not think that the air of the west of England might do my wife 
gbodt But I fear she could not be persuaded to leave Auchinleck. How 
difierent are she and II I was the great man (as we used to say) at the 
late Drawing-Room, in a suit of imperial blue lined with rose-coloured silk, 
and ornamented with rich gold-wrought buttons. What a motley scene is 
life! 

So while Mrs. Boswell is dying in Scotland, Mr. Boswdl is peacoefc- 
iog at Court in his finery? Is this as selfish as it seems? He was striving 
to dimb, after all, for Iris fiurrily’s sake as much as his own, and to be 
seen at Court vvas essential for one who still hoped to catch the eye of 
the Ministry. He could answer his conscience sufficiently, I think; 
though, as with Mr. Edwards the lawyor, cheerfulness must have kept 
breaking in, despite his worry, amid such a brilliant scene. 
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He dxjly set out lor Auchinlcck on April 2 with Veronica, and found 
his wife extremely ill, with no hopes of recovery; and black remorse 
devoured him. He writes to Temple firom Lowther on May 22, in a 
passion of self-accusation after protesting his love and esteem for her. 

I can justify my removing to the great sphere of England, upon a principle 
of laudable ambition; but the j&cquent scenes of what I must call dissolute 
conduct are inexcusable, and often and often, when she was very ill in London, 
I have been indulging in festivity with Sir Joshua Reynolds, Courtenay, 
Malone, etc., etc., etc., and have come home late and disturbed her repose. 
Nay, when I was last at Auchinleck, on purpose to soothe and console her, 
I repeatedly went ftom home; and both on those occasions, and when, neigh- 
bours visited me, drank a great deal too much wine. 

All this is confirmed in his diaries with groans. At least once his 
wife got up, ill as she was, to attend to him. The biowlcdgc that she 
was doomed made nightly solitude in his dreary house unendurable. 
If his reaction cannot be excused, it may be imderstood to some extent, 
perhaps, by those who are themselves imperfect. Moreover Boswell 
is bound now to attend constantly on his exacting patron. Idis future 
depends on it, and his wife has herself elected to take second place to 
The Career, which is to be a glory to them aU; this will be one more 
burden of reniorse on Boswell’s shoulders in due course. For the 
moment his personal shortcomings overwhelm him, and Temple 
might, and should, liave been his confessor as he adds, beating his 
breast, that only last Saturday, calling on some political grandee in the 
neighbourhood of Auchinleck, he fiJl off his horse while riding home 
in the dark without a servant, and bruised his shoulder severely. Now 
he is waiting at Lowther till the Earl, with whom he is to travel to 
London for his King’s Bench case, makes up his mind to start 

In his baggage is a congratulatory address to the Prince of Wales 
on assuming the R^eacy during George Ill’s recent bout of insanity, 
composed on behalf of all his colleagues at Carlisle. 

This will add something to my conspicuousness. Will that word do » As 
to Pitt, he is an insolent fellow, but so aUc, that on the whole I must support 
him . . . What a state is my present ! — ^fiiU of ambition and projects to attain 
wcakh and eminence, yet e^airassed in niy circumstances, and depressed 
with family distress, which at times makes everything in life seem indifetent 
I often repeat Johnson’s lines in his Vanity of Hummi Wishes: 

‘Shall hdpless man, in ignorance sedate. 

Roll darklhig down the torrent of his fate 

And he returns to his gnawdng anxiety: ' 



DECUNB AND RISE 


197 

How dismal, how affecting it is to me to see my cousin, my firicad, my 
wife wasting away before my eyes ! And the more distressing it is that she is 
as sensible as ever, so that we cannot see why this is, I entreat all the comfort 
you can give. 

Mrs. Boswell died on June 4. On being warned that the end was 
near, Boswell with his two sons made an express postchaise journey 
from London, arriving at Auchinlcck in ‘sixty-four hours and a 
quarter*, too late to see her alive. He pours out his grief to Temple on 
July 3. His absence from her was not inexcusable; she hersdUf had 
pressed him to return to London with Lord Lonsdale; yet at the thought 
that he had not been with her at the end he wept and upbraided himself 
bitterly. Her death was pcacefuL Even now he can hardly realise it. 

To sec my cxcdlent wife and the mother of my children, that most sensible, 
lively woman, lying cold and pale and insensible, was very shocking to me. 

I could not help doubting it was a deception. I could hardly bring myself 
to agree that the body should be removed, for it was still a consolation to 
go ^ kneel by it, and talk to my dear, dear P(^e, 

He adds, characteristically, that the funeral was remarkably well 
attended, with nineteen carriages following the hearse, and *a large 
body of horsemen and the tenants of all my lands*; a reroarfc which has 
uplifted a few cold eyebrows, as if Boswell*s satisfretion at tie honour 
paid his dead wife by the county were something ignoble. 

He now has to think of the disposal of his fiumly. His second 
daughter, Euphemia, he tells Tcmpl^ will stay in Edinburgh to finish 
her education. Veronica, the elder, wishes to be boarded with a lady 
in London. The youthful Betsy will go to a boarding school at Ayr 
for the Htnft being; he would like to send her to a cfocap French or 
Flemish convent school in a year or two, and fin ally to ‘one of the great 
Ftiglkb boarding^chools*. Alexander is going to Eton this winter, 
James will remain at the Soho Academy. Boswell himself is thmkmg 
of going the Northern Circuit again, and he has to be on duty at 
Carlisle at Michaelmas- Amid a whirl of planning and indecision his 
‘great and pathetiti deprivation* torments him more than ever. 

He stayed on at Audbinleck some weeks after the funeral — ^having 
received a poHte note of condolence from Lonsdale inviting him to 
report at Lowther at his own cxmvemence---to take part in a Parliamen- 
tary election to replace Colonel Montgomerie, retired. Dundas was 
‘insolently forcing* upon the county a candidate from outside, Sir 
Adam Pergusson, and Boswell and his two fellow-canxhdates deter- 
minedly but unsuccessfully opposed him. tEs next immediate 
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obligations were to report at Lowther and join the Nordiem Circuit 
at Carlisle, He accordingly set out towards mid-August for Lowther, 
where the first humiliation at the hands of Lonsdale, or liis satellites, 
awaited him. Writing on August 23 from the Bishop of Carlisle’s 
country house at Rose Hill, he tells Temple that being in great distress 
of min d and shrinking from ‘the rough scene of the roaring, bantering 
society of lawyers', his first act on arrival was to consult Lonsdale about 
cutting the Circuit. Lonsdale not unsympathetically advised him to do 
so, and kept him a few days at Lowther, where there was an unusually 
large house-party. The Court included the customary buffoons, and it 
seems that Boswdl was their mark. The letter goes on: 

A strange accident happened: the house at Lowther was so crowded, that 
I and two other gentlemen were laid in one room. On Thursday morning 
my wig was missing; a strict search was made, all in vain. I was obliged to 
go all day in my nightcap, and absent myself from a party of ladies and 
gendemen who went and dined with the Bari on the banks of the lake — 
a piece of amusement which I was glad to shun, as well as a dance which they 
had at night But I was in a ludicrous situation. I suspected a wantou tricl^ 
which some people think witty; but I thought it very iU-timed to one in my 
situadou. Nort morning the Bari and a Colonel, who I thought might have 
concealed my wig, declared to me upon honour they did not know where 
it was; and die conjecture was that a clergyman who was in the room with 
me, and had packed up his portmanteau in a great hurry to set out in the 
morning early, might have put it up among his things. This is very improbable; 
but I could not long remain an object of laughter, so I went twenty-five miles 
to Carlisle on Friday, and luckily got a wig there fitted for me in a few hours. 

This is the kind of simple jest popular among Surtees' foxhunters, 
and Boswell doubtless was right in suspecting a playboy. Eighteenth- 
century man, with his cropped or shaven head, was as unable to appear 
in society without his wig as without his breeches. Whether Lonsdale 
inspired or connived at the theft of Boswell's, it would strike his 
lordship ^ a jape of no more social importance than one played on a 
groom. So poor Boswell, skulking round in his nightcap, humiliated 
and miserable, was the jest of the entire Court 

However, he got away from Lowther, bought his new wig, and, as 
the guest of the Bishop of Carlisle, enjoyed a few days' peace. 

But alas, my grief preys upon me night and day . . . Though l often and 
often dreaded this Im, I had no conception how distressing it would be. 
May God have mercy upon me 1 I am quite restless and feeble and desponding. 

I return to Lowther tomorrow, for two days, to show that I am not at all in 
a pet, and Am I am;to return to Auchinletk for a little time. , 
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He rambles on despondently. He longs to be laid by his wife; life 
seems imsupportable and he dreads, as well he might in 1789, that 
Eton may make his son extravagant and vicious. And for once he 
faces reality with a groan. 

Every prospect that 1 turn my mind*s eye ujwn is dreary. Why should I 
struggle ? I certainly am constitutionally unfit for any employment The 
law life in Scotland, amongst vulgar familiarity, would now quite destroy 
me; I am not able to acquire the law of England. To be in Parliament, unless 
as an independent Member, would gall my spirit; to live in the country would 
either harass me by forced exertions, or sink me into a gloomy stupor. Let me 
not think at present, far less resolve. The Life of Jolmson still keeps me up; 
I must bring that forth, and then 1 think I may bury myself in London, in total 
obscure indifference, and let the savings of my estate accumulate for my 
foraily. 

And he sends up a desperate prayer for resignation to God's will, 
relapsing immediately then into firesh longings for his wife's presence. 

She used on all occasions to be my comforter; she, methinks, could now 
suggest rational thoughts to me; but where is she? O, my Temple, I am 
miserable. 

Now more dian ever, aching for his dead, be needed the invincible 
philosophy he nearly grasped in 1759; the universal religion which 
would have revealed to him the tremendous mystical meaning of the 
phrase ‘the Communion of Saints* in the Creed he so often gliUy 
repeated, with so many other practical benefits. He will continue to 
haunt the Embassy chapels of London frequently till his death, and it is 
dear that he always some dim, vague, longing realisation of the 
majestic drama of the Mass and its significance; but he makes no further 
attempt to seize the privileges of the Faith he approached thirty years 
ago. No one can question the sincerity of his intermittent gropings; 
the pathos of his situation is that he so neady found the answer. 

He stayed another night at Lowthcr in the ensuing October, with his 
elder son Sandie, on the way to London and Eton, and found his 
missing wig. ‘The way in which it was lost', he tells Temple grimly, 
‘will remain as secret as the author o£ Junius* \ from which one may 
deduce that he knew Lonsdale's Mohocks }iad been toying with him. 

On October 15 he took Sandie to Eton, having called on Dr. 
Jonathan Davies, the Headmaster, a few days before, and, a most, 
agreeable surprise, found himself highly considared by the Fellows, 
with whom he dined and made a creditable figure, ‘I certainly have the 
art', he remarks delightedly to Temple, ^of m aking the most of what I 
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have. How sliould one who has had only a Scotch education be quite 
at home at Eton ? I had my classical quotatiom very ready* 

Sandic’s first impressions of his new school were not so pleasant, 
we shortly observe. Savagery was the keynote of the Public School 
system at this period, and long afterwards. Diet of the roughest, 
ritual floggings innumerable, and a recognised bullying-convention 
warranted to turn tender infants into half-witted trembling 
wrecks in one month helped to forge Britain's future proconsuls 
in a manner only comparable to that of a modem Prussian 
military academy. ‘I have scarce observed a boy’, said the great 
ChathW, ‘who was not cowed for life at Eton.’ Piots were frequent 
at all the great schools, and vice was, so to speak, not inconspicuous. 
The vociferous Dr. Davies has not attained the folk-tale celebrity of 
one of his immediate successon at Eton, Flogger Kcate, he of the red 
face, the stentorian voice, the great cocked hat, and the fearsome 
brows; yet it may be noted that the terrible Eeate was not unpopular. 
In the memoirs of that gallant Regency buck, Captain Gronow of the 
Guards, there is a jovial glimpse of Eeate as the guest at dinner in 
Paris of a group of Old Etonians on Wellington’s staff, whacking the 
botde and crying ‘Floreat Eternal* with the best of them, and merrily 
swearing he had not flogged them half enough. So the System was 
evidently accepted by its survivors, and even a sensitive creature like 
Gray, brooding over the distant prospect of Eton’s skyline, utters no 
word of past sufferings. 

Gay hope is theirs by frruy fed, 

Less pleasing when possest; 

The tear forgot as soon as shed, 

The sunshine of the breast; 

Theirs buxom health, of rosy hue, 

Wild wit, invention ever new, 

And lively cheer, of vigour bom ; 

The thoughtless day, the easy night, 

Ihc 'spirits pure, the slumbers light. 

That fly ih* approach of mom. 

Tl^ dreamy, persecuted Shelley was to have equally kindly 
memories of Eton in after-years.^ To another eminent Old Etonian, 
Henry Kdding, the Public Schools as a whole were nothing but the 
nursery of ^ evil and the source of all cakmity, as we gather from 

^ Chiefly, pahaps, as he told his old schoolfellow Captain Gronow at Genoa 
in I8aa, of cxc^ent brown breadrand^-butter we used to get at SpiersV, 
and the beautiful Martha, ‘the Hfcbe of Spiers’s ... I loved her to distraction T 
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Joseph Andrews^ aud Cow'pcr’s reminiscences of Westminster speak of 
vice, lyiiig* and turbulence. Elderly gentlemen s recollections of the 
old School arc apt to be tinted either roseate or sable— compare, in a 
later period, Lord Salisbur)^*s shudders over his Eton days of the 
1840’s and Kipling’s lyrical view of Imperial Service College— and 
an eighteenth century parent had very little choice. 

With the new burd^ of Sandie’s education, and Jamie’s soon to 
follow, Boswell was becoming worried over money. Calculating to 
Temple he says: 1 must reckon my children at i^^ioo a year cadi — 
^500; after which I reckon I cannot command more ^an 3^350/ 
Plainly the ^100 for each child was to cover total annual expenses and 
not school-fees alone; otherwise Boswell would be spending in 
modem money about jC^ioo a year more at least on Sandie’s schooling 
than the £300 Eton costs today. One can understand his wonydng, 
in any case. More than ever now he needed those elusive brid6. 

Fortunately he was now forging steadily ahead with the great work^ 
with Malone’s daily assistance. ’Yesterday afternoon’, he cells Temple 
on October 14, ’Malone and I revised and made ready for the press 
thirty pages of Johnson’s Life. He is much pleased with it; but I fed a 
sad indifference, and he says I have not the use of my faoiltics.’ As 
he adds almost immediately that he has drunk &v mo much wine 
rccendy, this is not difficult to explain. At the same time, we must 
remember, he was not sparing himself The advertisement to the 
Hrst Edition of the Life tells us something of his labours. 

Were I to detail the mimber of books I have consolted, and the Inquiries 
which I have found it necessary to make by various channels^ I should probably 
be thought ridiculously ostentadous. Let me only observe, as a spedmen 
of my trouble, that I have sometimes been obKgcd to run half over London, 
in order to fix a date corrccdy. 

Running ’half over London’ in the year 1789 was a more exhausting 
process even than it is in the age of taxicabs, I imagine. Traffic- 
regulations were non-existent, and the rate of progress depended 
entirely on the skill, nerve, and violence of one’s hadcney-coach m a n . 
But as the Eighteenth Cmtury did not suficr from modem neuroses 
it is likely that Boswell, sitting back while his coachman disentangled 
hims elf blasphemoudy from a rival charging suddenly out of a side- 
street, would not go suddenly into hysterics.^ 

* Though London ha(hncy'^»adbnifin often went mad, one of the Bedlam 
doctors told Fosdi* R-A,, owing to tlio constant shaking aficcting die pineal 
gland. 
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There is a comic story in Fanny Bumey^s diary of Boswell on the 
war-path a litdc later, in the winter of 1790, He had been down to 
Eton to sec Sandic, and having btzsincss at Windsor on liis way back 
to town he bethought himself of Miss Burney, now enduring her 
gilded servitude as maid of honour to Queen Charlotte. With her 
usual sub-acid tinkle when referring to Mr. Boswell, whom she never 
liked, Miss Burney relates how she suddenly found him accosting her 
with a bow on her way to St George’s Chapel, and rattling away 
with hardly a pause. 

I am happy to find you, Madam. I was told you were lost 1 — dosed in the 
unscalable walls of a royal convent ! But let me tell you. Madam, it won’t 
do. You must come forth, Madam ! You must abscond from your princely 
monastery and come forth. You were not bom to be immured, like a tabby 
cat, in yon august cell ! We want you for the world I . . . My dear Madam, 
why do you stay? — ^it won’t do, Madam! You must resign!— we can put 
up with it DO longer. 

By degrees it emerges that the plump, breathless gentleman with the 
'serio-comic free* is in Windsor to get permission to print Johnson’s 
interview with George III in the Royal Library in 1767. But Miss 
Burney herself is not going to escape. 

Yes, Madam; you must give me some of your choice litde notes of the 
Doctor’s; we have seen him long enough upon stilts; I want to show him in 
a new light I Grave Sam, and great Sam, and solemn Sam, and learned Sam — 
all these he has appeared over and over. Now I want to entwine a wreath of 
graces across his brow; I want to show him as gay Sam, agreeable Sam, 
pleasant Sam! . . . 

They walked together towards the Queen’s Lodge, Boswell’s prattle 
never ceasing. At the gate he lugged out a bundle of new proofe and 
proceeded to declaim choice extracts, with gesticulations and imitations 
— he was, like Garrick and that unnamed lady of quality Johnson 
knew who afterwards went mad, an excellent mimic— of Johnson’s 
own manner. A small crowd gathered to stare and giggle. Poor little 
Miss Burney was covered with shame and confusion. Suddenly the 
free of her tyrant, Mrs. Schwellcnberg, the old, stout, painted harridan 
who bullied her Majesty’s maids of honour like the Prussian sergeant- 
major she may have been, loom^ at an upper wmdow, and gliding 
round an instant later Miss Burney saw, to het terror, the I^g and 
Queen and their attendants approaching from the Teixacc; so Miss 
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Burney fled fortbwitL Next morning she perceived Mr. Boswell in 
the distance, again on the watch for her, but managed to evade him. 
Jane Austen might have invented this Windsor comedy scene, one 
feels. Boswell is a perfect replica in some aspects of Miss Bates in 
Emma* He failed to get much out of Fanny Burney, who for all her 
delicate fluttering was no fool, and was determined to keep her 
Johnsonian anecdotes for publication hers^. 

One more instance of Boswell’s nerve and detennination at this 
period is his descent in April 1788 on Horace Walpole in Berkeley 
Square. Walpole, who had snubbed him in Paris twenty years before, 
did so again. ‘Boswell, that quintessence of busylK)dies’, wrote 
Walpole to Conway, ‘called on me last week, and was let in when he 
shoidd not have been. After tapping many topics, to which I made as 
dry answers as an unbribed oracle;, he vented his errand; ''had I seen 
Dr. Johnsons Lives of the Poets f ” ’ Yes, Mr. Walpole had seen the work 
in question, and was icily furious at Johnson s criticisms of his great 
friend Gray, about whom Boswell wanted some information. Mr. 
Walpole, who had been recently looking at Johnson’s Prayers and 
Meditations, discussed him a litdc with his visitor instead. He incKned 
to despise and pity the Doctor^s spiritual anxieties, and thought no 
man sliould ever choose to review his own life, *Genteel, fastidious, 
and priggish\ noted Boswell accurately in his diary that evening.^ 
Like John Scott, Lord Eldon, who with shrinking legal delicacy 
declined to define taste at Boswell’s request ‘because I knew he would 
print it', Mr. Walpole did not talk for publication. 

How many otha: rebufis and insults, veiled or unveiled, Boswell 
^dur^ in his quest one cannot tell. Many rich pages of the Life, 
if we did but know, were won at the cost of exhausting hard work and 
unflinching courage. In November 1789 he wails to Temple wearily: 
*You cannot imagine what labour, what perplexity, what vexation 
I have endured in arranging a prodigious multiplicity of materials, 
in supplying omissions, in searching for papen buried in diflSsrent 
masses, and all this besides the teertion of composing and polishing. 
Many a time have I thought of giving it up.’ 

^ Relating this interview to Miss Mary Berry in 1791, after politdy damning 
the Life of Johnson, Walpole putt a more cutting edge on it ^Boswell hummed 
and hawed, and then dropped, suppose you know Dr. Johnson does not admire 
Mr. Gray?** Putting as mudi contempt as I could into my, look and tone. I said, 
*T)r. Johnson dem’t Mb«mph,l**---aiid with that monosyllable ended our 
interview.’ 
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of ‘what, I think, will be, without exception, the most entertaining 
book you ever read* 

This buoyancy continues a week later. 

I cannot account for my healthful mind at this time ... I have no better 
prospect of gratifying my ambition, or of increasing my fortune. The 
irreparable loss of my valuable wife, the helpless state of my daughten ... is 
still as it was, but my spirits are vigorous and clastic. I dine in a different 
company almost every day ... I drink widh Lord Lonsdale one day; the next 
I am quiet in Maloneys cl^;ant study revising my Life of Johnson, of which 
I have high expectations, both as to fune and profit. The Lord Chancellor 
told me he had read every word of my Hebridean Journal; he could not help 
it. 


Can it be that even the tiger Lonsdale has succumbed to the 
Boswellian charm? We may observe that he exacts attentions from 
Boswell like any Roman patron in Horace’s satires, and that ‘my 
attendance at Lord Lonsdale’s’ during November 1789 is one of the 
reasons the Life is not progressing as it should. Boswell had to be 
regxdarly present with the rest of the court at Lonsdale’s levees when 
he was in London. Hs own social gifts explain the private audiences, 
no doubt; his pratde over the claret would be a refreshing change for 
the Bashaw. But the aspirant to Parliamentary honours was not to 
drink wine with his patron much longer. 


6 

Dinner at Paoli's in Portman Square on. Friday, January 8, 1790, 
brought Borwell an unexpected gric£ That evening the kind General 
he loved and admired, who had helped him so much with counsel 
and example, and, on at least one occasion, with a substantial money 
loan;, broke to him the news that he was about to return to Corsica 
almost immediately as Governor under the French Crown. The 
Christian Garibaldi, the ardent patriot, paladin of liberty, and hero of 
his, countrymen had feced and accepted the inevitable with Latin 
realisna. There was no hope of expelling the French, even had their 
rule been obnoxious to the idanders, which it was not In its last 
agoijies the Old Regime was, behaving with perfect tact, The National 
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Assembly had recently granted die Corsicans all the rights and privileges 
of French citizenship. Mirabeau, lately in England, had approached the 
illustrious eidle and begged his powerful co-operation, and Paoli, who 
loved Corsica nest to his God, had consented. 

To a romantic aeature like Boswell this could not but be a sad anti- 
dimax to a tremoidous epic. More depressing still was the prospect of 
a London without Paoli, Johnson’s successor as his spiritual prop and 
stay. 

Since Johnson’s death Boswdl had leaned on Paoli more, perhaps, 
than he knew. That calm beneficent noble presence, that strong 
imwavering Catholic piety, that warm affection and hospitality which 
had been extended of late years to all the Boswdl family, was now to be 
removed, perhaps for ever. One sms Boswdl twirling his wine-glass 
in the candlelight with a moody J&own. A faint sense of personal inj ury 
increased his gloom, doubtless. He, Boswell, had done a great deal for 
Corsica in his time, and what was once^lorious Corsica henceforth 
but a suburb of Prance, nevermore to be mentioned in history ? A 
thin, sallow, twenty-one-year-old lieutenant of French artillery named 
Buonaparte, one of Paoli’s many godsons, billeted at Auxonne, may 
have been thinking the same at this moment. Strange odious things 
are happening in France, moreover. 'What a crown for a Paoli to serve, 
menaced by a set of nafSans — as Boswdl expressed it to Temple a 
litde time ago— who are planning to destroy all order, religious and 
dvil, and have just forced their King to abolish all tides of nobility ! . . . 
Wdl, there is no hdp for it 

On March 22 Boswdl gave his farewell dinner for Paoli. His other 
guests were the Portuguese and Sardinian Ministers, Lord Macartney, 
Sir Joseph Banks, President of the Royal Society, Cook’s fellow- 
explorer, and Richard Cosway, Bw.A. A week later General Pasquale 
Paoli sailed for Corsica. He and Boswdl were not to meet again in this 
world. 

One grievous blow. Another was imminent One day in May, as 
Boswdl was dining with Lord Lonsdale and his entourage at Laldiam, 
his patron suddenly became abusive, as often happened; but now, for the 
first time, the heat was turned on Boswdl himself, whom Ixsnsdale 
accused of fiequenting ‘strange company’. Asked What he' meant, he 
mentioned the name of Reynolds; at which Boswell, astonished, 
and not without dignity, assured his patron that he was extromdy 
proud of Sir Joshua’s faiendship. Lonsdale abruptly changed the subject, 
hut a flash of lightning had illuminated Boswell’s simple mind.* He 
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regarded die iiicidcut as a waredng aiid privately determined, lie says, 
to try and get away from this man as soon as possible. He had not 
long to wait for the finale, and die initiative was not to be his. Writing 
to Temple n month later from the Bush Inn, Carlisle, in utter anguish, 
BosweD announces that he and Lord Lonsdale have just parted after 
nearly fighting a duel. 

It would seem that Lonsdale had now tired of his plaything and was 
disposed to smash it, A litde time after the inddeut at Laleham, 
Colonel Lowthcr, who seems to have had a liking for Boswell, warned 
him that Lonsdale had rcccndy remarked to some of liis satellites that 
if he ever put Boswell into Parliament he, Boswell, would only get 
drunk and talk foolishly. This destroyed Boswell's final illusion. He 
wrote to Lonsdale asking to be excused from accompanying liim to 
Carlisle on Thursday, June 17, for pending election-business, on the 
grounds of pressing private affairs. Undoubtedly he was sick at heart; 
moreover Temple h^ come to London spcdally to see him, and he was 
also desperately anxious to get on with the Life. His request gave 
Lonsdale his opportunity. , 

Arriving at Grosvenor Square on the morning of the 17th and being 
kept waiting two hours, BoswcU left the house to call on Malone, 
returning to find Lonsdale at breakfast, attended by a mauservant and 
a dependant named Jackson, and in surly mood. On being admitted 
to the presence, Boswell began to explain how difficult the journey to 
Carlisle was for him at the moment. Lonsdale glared and cut him short, 
*You have some sinister motive !' He followed this with an insult 
‘What have you done for your salary i I suppose you think we are 
fond of your company ? I suppose you thought I was to bring you into 
Parliament? I never had any sudi intention.' The violence of the 
attack, in the presence of two menials, took BoswcU's breath away. 
He left the house shortly afterwards to see Temple, but Temple was not 
at home. On rctunimg to Grosvenor Square he was kept waiting again 
till Lonsdale was, ready. It was now aft^oon. They walked together 
towards Hanover Square, where Lonsdale's coach was waiting, and 
Lonsdale, taking his arm, , began an unpleasant monologue on the 
evils of drinldug and talking too fredy of one^s.liberal and independent 
views. Boswell refrained from reply, perceiving the tyrant. to be 
‘provoked' . They got into the coach and set out for the Great North 
Road, In due course Lonsdale, heedless of the presence of his man 
Jacboii, resumed the attack. Clearly he was bent on savagery. Before 
long Boswell was gpaded into a retort which lashed Lonsdale's fury 
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iiitij mildness. As they approached the vilLigc of Uarnct, (lie first 
stage, he became dangerous. 

‘You have kept low company all your life! What ate you. 
Sir}' 

‘A gendeman, my Lord, and a man of honour; and I hope to show 
myself such.’ 

‘You will be seeded’, Lonsdale snarled, ‘when you have a bullet in 
your belly.’ 

As soon as they got into the inn at Bamet Boswell took up the 
challenge, as he was bound to. Lonsdale roughly refused to lend him 
one of his pistols. There was no regiment in the neighbourhood from 
whom a pistol might be borrowed. Boswell offered to return to town 
and arrange a meeting in the proper form. Lonsdale rejected this. 
Diimer was dien served, and the tyrant began to cool down, insisting 
that Boswell had begun the quarr^ This Boswdl denied, ofiering at 
the same time to apologise for his own loss of temper. Finally Lonsdale 
stuck out a hand. ‘Boswell, forget aU that is past’ They shook hands 
and got into the coach again, but too much had been said. ‘The rest of 
the journey’, Boswell writes to Temple, ‘was hardy tolerable; we 
got to Lan^tcr on Saturday night, and there I left him to the turmoil 
of a desperate attempt in dcctionccring ... I am alone at an inn, in as 
wretched spirits, ashamed and sunk on account of the disappointment 
of hopes which led me to endure such grievances. I deserve all I 
suffer.’ And imploring Temple to comfort him and to divulge this 
degrading humiliadon to nobody, he adds: ‘As I now resign my 
recordership, I shall gradually get rid of aU communication with this 
brutal fdlow.’ And in a miserable postscript: ‘Never was a poor 
ambitious projector more mortified. I am suffrring without any 
prospects of reward, and only from my own folly.’ He wrote some- 
what similarly to Malone, without going into details. 

For lack of a pistol he had probably escaped his first and last duel, 
unless Lonsdale’s berserk fury affected his aim ('I looked on him as a 
madman’). But even more dun the audty, even more than the 
humiliation, the bursting of that gorgeopdy-tinted bubble he had 
blown so big and cherished so long sank his spirits ix> the nadir of 
despair. He took it, so to speak, on the chin, and wo may imagine him 
humped for hours in a ch^, stunned beyond all consolation, staring 
dully into space. In bis diary at this time he turns on himsdf bitterly, 
accusihg himself of bring a bad father, which was not true, and of 
indulging in middle-age in ‘the wild conduct of licentious youth’, 
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which was. One faint glimmer of light pierced his darkness, like a 
farthing dip. There was now nothing to prevent his resigning liis 
recordership, escaping for ever from Lonsdale's baleful orbit, and 
returning to London to heal his hurt in the sympathy of good friends. 

However, to resign, which he did form^y on July i, was easier 
than to escape. He had hem furiously reminded during the late rumpus 
of having solicited his office, and Lonsdale was going to exact his final 
drachm of flesh. Arriving in Carlisle on July 3, he breakfasted politely 
enough with Boswell at the inn. Two days later he was raging over 
Mr. Recorder's handling of the swearing-in of the firccholdcn and 
accusing him of caring for nothing but getting back to London, which 
was perfectly tnic. On July 9 another storm arose on the same topic. 
A cessation of hostilities next day, owing to Lonsdale's absence, was 
barely noticeable, for a mob arrived to attack *the Tyrant's garrison’, 
and Boswell, signalling them to desist, escaped a stoning only by 
retiring with dignity into the inn, ‘taking care to appear undismayed’. 
Returning on July 14, Lonsdale made another scene, accusing Boswell 
of having babbled of forthcoming Parliamentary favours, which 
Boswell, backed by his good firiend Richard Penn, vigorously denied. 
At once Lonsdale switched the attack and rated him for throwing up 
his recordership in ‘an unhandsome manner’. Evidently the mere sight 
of him now was getting on the tyrant’s nerves. 

All things, as the Oracle of the Bottle remarked to Pauurge, move 
towards their end. Twenty-four hours later Boswell was able to 
break away at last, sign his final papers, and take his seat in a south- 
boimd chaise with his daughter Euphemia, who had come jfiom 
Auchinlcck to keep him company. Two days later he was in London 
again, sore but thankful He dined on the evening of his arrival with 
the ever-kind Mslono, who supplied the Jin mot on the whole 
unfortunate business. For, as Malone pointed out, if Boswell had been 
deceived, so bad Lomdale. Boswell had fijsdy imagined that this 
mogul woxdd be pleased to promote him; Lonsdale had felsdy 
imagined that a man who had warmly praised him, a procedure to 
which he was unaccustomed, would think it an honour to be his 
serf. This was Salve, to some extent, for a raw wound. Boswell’s 
recovery was materially assisted the same week by spending a day, 
with his two daughters, at Reynolds’s house in Leicester Fields, whctc 
affection and esteem were in the very air. Feding much better, he 
writes to Temple a day or two later to this cdSfect, thanking him for a 
kind and soothing letter, moralising on the vanity of human wishes 
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and the hope of a compensatory state, and confessing that he does not 
sufficiendy try his ways, in the Psalmisds words. He is almost inclined 
for the moment to agree with Temple, always a lukewarm and 
sometimes a peevishly critical Johnsonian, that ‘my great Oracle did 
attach too much credit to good principles, widiout good practice*. 
Temple, like Boswell, had not so firm a grasp of the merciful doctrine 
of Intention as the Doctor. 

The letter ends with a last grimace in the direction of Lonsdale. 

I parted from the northern tyrant in a strange, equivocal state, for he was 
half irritated, half reconciled; but I promise you I shall keep myself quite 
indepcndciit of him. 

Colonel Lowther had recently agreed with Boswell that Lonsdale 
was slighdy insane. The tyrant*s mixed moods at parting may have 
been due to some extent to imwilling respect for a slave who had stood 
up to him, which very few did. In reasonable moments Boswell 
could certainly congratulate himself on his escape. As one of Lonsdale’s 
Ninepins his existence would have been chaotic, odious, and possibly 
brief. 

He consoled himsdf finally by weaving into an autobiographical 
sketch which he published in The European Magazine a Htde later, a 
passage of grave, lofty, delicious fantasy: 

It was generally supposed that Mr. Boswell would have had a seat in 
Parliament; and indeed his not being amongst the Representatives of the 
Commons Is one of those strange thing s whidi occasionally happen in. the 
complex operations of our mixed Government That he has not been brought 
into Parliament by some great man is not to be wondered at when we peruse 
his publick declarations. 

But aldiough he must have known in his inmost soul that since 
Lonsdale had finished with him hds political dreams were over, he 
continued valiandy to chase the will-o’-the-wisp in other directions. 
In his piece for The European Magazine he reveals with unusually 
childlike candour, even for h i m , a new approach this year to the 
great Pitt, and a characteristic one. Pitt was the guest of hoilour at 
the Lord Mayor’s Banquet for 1790, where Boswell, as ushal, also 
present. It is impossible to imagine such Arcadian happenings at a 
Guildhall banquet nowadays, but at the dessert, it appears, Mr* 
Boswell was persuaded to riw and sing, ‘in praise of Mr. Pitt’s conduct 
in the dispute with Spain’, a ballad of his pwn, composition call^ TAc 
Grocer ofLondony to the tunc of Mr. Dibdin’s Poor Jack (‘There’s a? sweet 
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litde cherub . . Prefaced by an adulatory address, Mr. Boswell’s 
vocal performance was encored six times, and amid the applause the 
stem, cold features of the Minister liinrself were seen to relax in a 
smilc.^ 

One is reminded inevitably of Cyrofio dc Bergerac: 

... Sc changer en bouffon, 

Dans fespoir vil dc voir, aux livres d*un uiinistrc, 

Nature un sourire, enfin, qui nc soit pas sinistre? 

Non, merei ! 

But our Boswell was no Cyrano, and the ballad of ^Fhe Grocer of 
London, deriving its tide from Pitt’s receady-conferred honorary 
membership of die Worshipful Company of Grocers, achieved print 
as an anonymous broadsheet and was hawked about the streets, apart 
from being roared by Boswdl and friends on their way home. As 
the chorus reveals, it is of the most ardess Boswellian confection: 

Thcre*s a Grocer of London, 

A Grocer of London, 

A Grocer of London 
Who watches our trade, 

And takes care of th^ Estate of John Buix ! 

The event thus celebrated is the peace-treaty forced by Pitt in 
November 1790 on Floridablanca, thiat notable patron of the Arts 
who poses in such imperious splendour in an cily Goya portrait, 
surrounded by every luxurious accessory of statecraft, with the painter 
himsdf before him, modesdy submitting a canvas. Francisco Antonio 
Monino, Conde de Floridablanca, is incidentally one of the few 
contemporary potentates who managed to pay Goya with a statesman*- 
like formula supposed by historians to be the invention, just over a 
century later, of Mr. Asquith. 

The memory of Pitt’s wintry smile (we must assume he was present) 
would be most mcouragiag. The Prime Minister had not been disposed 
to take any notice of Mr. Boswell hitherto, and had indeed, since 
formally acknowledging the Letter of 1785, ignored one or two 
subsequent letters suggesting that Mr, Boswell .might wait On him; 
but he could hardly ignore the Guildhall tribute. lu the meantime 
Boswell*, striking while the iron seemed hot, wrote to Dundas, 

^ Thm the goaerally received account Another account in the Edinburgh 
Advertizer says thit Pitt had left table b^irc the ballad was sung. But In that case 
Boswdl would hardly have regarded tiiQ occasion as the triumph he did ? 
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Secretary of State, reminding him of his promise of political support 
in 1784. A freezing reply from his old college-mate observed that Mr. 
Boswell had a lively fancy; to which Mr. Boswell retorted with equal 
iciness by an early post that he was not, at any rate, blessed widi 'an 
accommodatiug memory, which can recollect or invent facts as it 
may suit self-interest’. And declaring to Temple his resolution to 
‘persevere on the next vacancy’, Boswdl decided wisely to concentrate 
for the time being on forthcoming literary fame. ‘He did so, 
accordingly, and for the remainder of 1790 he is working daily on the 
final sheets of the Life, dining out as usual. 

There is another reminder this September of the kind heart this 
fellow constantly possessecL ‘My old friend Ross, the player*, he writes 
to Temple, ‘died suddenly yesterday morning. I was sent for, as his 
most particular friend, and have been so busy arranging his funeral, at 
which I am to be chief mourner, that I have left mysdf very little time- 
only about ten minutes.’ To busy himself ihus over the obsequies of 
a minor actor — ^Ross had redted a prologue by Boswell at the opening 
of the Canongatc theatre, Edinburgh, in 1767—- in the midst of his 
increasing worries and setbacks is typical Boswell. 

For the beginning of the year 1791, the year of his supreme triumph, 
found him in the lowest of spirits^ with all his old melancholia and 
forebodings gaining on him; ‘total distaste of lift’, ‘a kind of mental 
fever*. In February he dined for the second tune in a month with Jack 
Wilkes, and was envioudy amazed once more at his evergreen gaiety. 
In March he was the guest in the City, with Wilkes, of Mr. Deputy 
Nichols, one of the directors of The Gentkman^s Magazine, During 
dinner a Common-Coundl m an named Symms thrilled and cheered 
him for a brief moment by suggesting (I guess with a hiccup) that he, 
Boswell, should one day he Common Segeant of London. But this 
is one transitory gleam of sunshine over the waste of gloomy waters. 
He notes in February that he has been ‘dismal’ ever since movit^ a 
month previously to No. 47 Great Portland Street,^ and is irritated by 
his daughters and wishes them elsewhere. 

On April 2 he writes to Temple in pure misery : 

I get bad rest m the night, and then I brood oyer all my complaints,— the 
siddy mind, whidi 1 have had from my early years,— the disappointment 

^ Now No. laa, as mentioned earlier, and desetibed by Boswell to Temple as 
*agoodhoi»e’. He would not recognise k to-day, but fixrmstiUrexisi^iitGeotghui 
houses at the back of Great Portland Street, now a dum, one may judge what 
No. 47 looked like. . .1 ;> 
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of my hopes of success in life, — the irrevocable separariou between me and that 
excellent woman, who was my cousin, my friend, and my wife, — ^the 
embarrassment of my afiairs, — the disadvantage to my children in having so 
wretched a father, — nay, the want of absolute certainty of being happy after 
death, the sure prospect of which is frightful. No more of this 1 

It is an unconscious echo of Johnson. ‘No more of tliis 1 ’ He brushes 
away the terrible shadow, juddering, and having written so far, 
flings down his pen and can bear to stay indoors no longer. He tried 
for^witb to get into Drury Lane Theatre for The Siege of Belgrade, 
a new opera, but the house was full. It occurred to him then, in his 
desperate need for distraction and gaiety, to call on old Charles 
Macklin, the actor and playwright, at his house round the comer in 
Bow Street. This almost incredible patriarch, now aged loi (not, as 
Boswell estimates, 92 or 93), hale, merry, active, having just put the 
final polish on another five-act comedy, was one of the seven wonders 
of London. An earlier generation of wits, Templars, and mcm-about- 
town still remembered the exclusive tavern and ‘three-shilling 
Ordinary*, described by Kelding somewhere as ‘a Temple of Luxury*, 
which die fashionable actor opened in the Grand Piazaa, Covent 
Garden, next door to the theatre, in 1754; the excellence of the fare 
(vln compris), the impressive performance of Macklin, as host, and his 
bankmptcy nine months later for an imposing sum. He paid twenty 
shiUings in the pound, returned to the stage, wrote more comedies, 
and gave his &rewell performance at Covent Garden Theatre in 1789, 
playing Shylock at the age of 99. It is true that in his emotion on this 
occasion Adacklin was unable to do more than mutter a few lines and 
leave the rest to his understudy, and his curtain-speech was a tremulous 
mumble, ‘My age I My age 1 ’ But age had not withered him. A few 
months later he opened an art-gaUery and exhibition which pleased 
even Horace "Walpole, and in private life he continued a jaunty 
raconteur, with an endless flow of amusing anecdote.^ 

However, the venerable Macklin’s prattie this April night of the 
London stage of his youth and the gay days of Queen Anne and 
George I merely increased Boswell’s melancholy. It reminded him 
for some reason of his own youth in Edinburgh (‘Would it not torture 
you to be again at Professor Hunter’s, eating Jeel?’), and be returned 
gjumly home to a slce^iless bed. 

^MadfcHa died in July 1797 and is buried in St. Paul’s, Covent Garden. The 
age given on bis memotialrtablet .on the south wall is X07. The verso-inscription 
hails him ‘Father of the modem Stage', whose years ‘a Century and longer rm*. 
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Not even the near completion of the Life can relieve him at this 
moment, he groans to Temple four days later. His book may be a 
failure ! It may bring him enemies and quarrels ! If, on the other 
hand, it is a success after all, he will live in his Temple chambers, keep 
resolute hours there, and attend Westminster Hall daily. His spirits 
are beginning to rise a little already. He is dining next day, he says, 
with Sir William Scott, King^s Advocate at Doctors* Commons, one 
of Johnson’s executors and a member of the Club; a quiet femily 
dinner. Lady Scott has a sister, a Miss Bagnall, worth six or seven 
hundred a year. She is about 27 years old, lively and gay — ‘a Ranelagh 
girl* — ^but of excellent and devout principles, Sir William tells him. 
And the old Boswell breaks out and dances a jig. 

^Let me see such a woman/ cried I; and accordingly 1 am to see her. 
She has refused young and fine gentlemen. ‘Bravo T cried I; ‘we see then what 
her taste is !* 

Half in earnest, he cries to Temple; *A scheme — an adventure seizes 
my fancy!* Shall he go on with it? * As I am conscious of my 
distempered mind, could I honestly persuade her to unite her fete with 
mine , Are we back in the flighty 1760*3 ? Temple might well ask 
himself, rubbing his eyes. Is he cracked again? This illusion was 
probably strengthened by Boswell’s pubHcatton in April, one month 
before the Life^ of an absurd doggerel poem in quarto, at one and 
sixpence, entitled No Abolition of Slavery, or the Universal Empire of 

Loue^ dedicated to ‘Miss B evidently the Aliss Bagnall of his 

present preoccupations. 

It was a topical piece. In May 1788, acting on a solemn 
promise to Wilbcrforce, Pitt, backed by Burke and Pox, had prevailed 
on the House to take the slave-trade into consideration durit^ its next 
session and even to pass a Bill in due course for its provisional regulation- 
In 1789 Wilberforce was pressing eloquently for more vigorous 
measures, only to see a BiE for abolition thrown out in April 1791 
by a huge majority. ‘Commerce chinked its purse*, said Horace 
Walpole in disgust. Boswcdl’s sudden impulse to rush into poetry 
at this moment in the West Indian planters* behalf was timely, for the 
admired poet Mrs. Lctitia Barbauld was demonstrating ardently for 
the Abolitionists. 

As a feudal high Tory, Boswefl was naturally on the side of vested 
interests, and he held the African negro to be happier and safer eaoslgved 
than free, which was sometimes the case. Such views invited a, mauling 
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from Johnson, who once shocked a party of Oxford dons by giving 
the jovial toast ‘Here’s to the next insurrection of the negroes in the 
West Indies !* But Boswell seems to have escaped, either by unusual 
tact or good luck.^ Without sliaring his views in any degree, one 
caimot but admire the nobly selective indignation of those champions 
of liberty, contemporary and modem, who would tear Boswell to 
pieces for wishing to keep the Negro enslaved but have no single word 
of horror for the long martyrdom of die Catholic Irish. Moreover, 
if Boswell was a contemptible lunatic on die slavery question, he was 
not the only one. Greater men than he had admitted the principle. 
Mosaic Law recognised it, like the laws of andent Greece and Rome, 
and when the Catholic Church took over from the Roman Empire 
and hegan to abolish slavery she was compelled to do so by degrees, 
lest the entire social structure should collapse and millions of 
unfortunates, incapable of fending for themselves, be dirown on the 
wodd to starve. In Great Britain considerable business interests were 
now involved. The slave-traffic begun by the Elizabethans had 
developed into such a myor industry that in the 1790’s it employed a 
fleet of some 130 ships, handling some 40,000 slaves a year; on tins 
traffic was founded the prosperity of the proud port and city of Bristol. 
Even in the new Rq)ublic of the West, recognised by the French 
philosophers as the hojme of all the primal virtues, the great Washington 
could write casually to a friend about this time asking him to trade an 
unruly slave named Tom for a hogshead of rum, a barrel of limes, and 
other punchringredients.* 

Hence Boswell’s opening paean: 

Petnidous as th* effect woUd be 
T* abolish negro slavery, 

Such partial freedom would be vain 
Since Love's strong empire must remain ... 

did not sound so ridiculous or brutal to most of his contemporaries as 
it docs to us, though they no doubt thought it odd, as anyone would, 
to find stanzas about Love mixed up with a poem backing the West 
Indian planters. Boswdl had of course no conception of conditions 
in the dave-traffic. His kindness would inevitably have mitigated his 

^ His arguments, such as they are, are given in the Ufe. It may be noted that 
the IxirdPresideDt and three other judges oftheQmttofSession shared his views 
in a te3^case bf’t777 hw(dving a negro’s status in Scotland. 

* H. Warner AIlw jRjmi, the Englisfwim^s Spirit, Loudon, 1931. 
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feudalism had lie ever peeped uadcr hatches, aud the hideous reality 
of the words ‘slave’ and ‘chain’ and ‘torment’ might have cured 
him of conventional poetic lovo-dichcs. However, the poem at least 
gave him, one more opportunity of assuring high quarters of his 
readiness for any post they might have in mind for him: 

An andent haron of the land, 

I by my King shall ever stand ! 

He was baddng the wrong horse. A year hence, after an all'-night 
sitting, Pitt was to make his famous, his tremendous, his q)och- 
making speech on the dawn of civilisation over an Africa freed from 
slavery, assisted by the first beams of the rising sun striking through the 
dusty Commons windows at exactly the right moment of his 
peroration, and providing Pitt with the perfect Virgilian climax. 

Nosque ubi primus cquis Oriens afEavit anhelis, 
lllic sera rub^ accendit lumlna Vesper.^ 

Fifteen years later the slave-trade was abolished (47 Geo. Ill, c.36). 

With the negroes and Miss Bagnall off his mind— ie met his new 
flame at Sir William Scott’s on April 7, decided that she was ‘a jfinc 
girl enough, but did not please me much’, and dismissed her frpm his 
inind forthwith — ^Bosw^ turned to more immediately urgent 
matters. Apart from hopes of literary glory, he was looking to the 
Life of Johnson to ease his financial situation, whifch had become, as he 
says, Very dis^eeablc’. I have not traced all his present liabilities, 
but a few may be noted. In addition to the £$00 a year earmarked 
for his children’s benijfit, he had recently speculated £2,500 on a small 
Ayrshire estate called Knockaroon, bdonging to a younger Bofswell 
branch, raising £1^300 on a mortgage, with, the remainder still to 
find. He had lent a cousin, Bruce Boswdl, £100 in 1777 and £500 
in 1781, still owing when he died. In 1787, having to, repay a £500 
loan, with three years’ interest, to another cousin. Captain Robert 
Preston, he borrowed £300 from his publisher, Ditty, and £2^)0 
firom his printer, Henry Baldwin, for th^ purpose. He owed £zoo 
to Temple and ^loo to Wilkes, both repaid in due course, and 
were other debts, some due to generosity, some to fccklcssness. Against 
all these liabilities could be sd; his income fi:om Auchinleck, now above 

VAnd, vhen on us she [Auror<i\ breathes the living light, 

Red Vesper kindles there the Tapers of the Night (Dryden, Georgies, 1.) 
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£i,6oo a year — ^^850 net— and rising,^ and some ;£i,ooo due to 
him fi:om estates of his late wifes nephews, but not yet payable; 
together with whatever small profits were still coming in from the 
Corsican and Hebrides journals, and whatever the Life might make. 
Little wonder therefore that in his need for ready money at this 
moment we find Boswell thinking seriously of selling die copyright 
of the Life in advance for f^x^ooo, through Malone, to a speculator 
named Robinson. The odd thing is that both Malone and Dilly seem 
to have approved this madness. 

Before finally making up his mind Boswell bought a State lottery- 
ticket and at once began winning the f^S.ooo first prize in his dreams. 
British Governments had not yet decided that gambling is immoral, 
except for Cabinet Mioisters and the rich, and regular State lotteries 
with big prizes afforded the British masses, a proverb all over dicomad 
Europe throughout this century as firenetic gamblers, the same thrills 
as dieir betters experienced nightly at White’s and Boodle’s and the 
Cocoa-Tree.^ In No. t8i of The Rambler (1752) Dr. Johnson deals 
sonorously with the effect of the prevailing lottery-fever on a respectable 
young London tradesman whose wild alternate hopes and despairs end 
at last in the wreck of his business and a nervous breakdown. I caimot 
avoid quoting, firom the end of this essay, the advice given to die 
distressed gambler by Eumathes, a clergyman. Nobody writes like 
this nowadays. 

There are (said Eumathes) few minds suffidendy firm to be trusted in the 
hands of chance. Whoever finds himsdf inclined to anddpate futurity, and 
exalt possibility to certainty, should avoid every kind of casual adventure, 
since his grief must always be proportionate to his hope . , . You arc now 
fi:ctting away your life in’repentance of an act against which repentance can 
give no caution but to avoid the occasion of committing it. Rouse &om 
this lazy dream of fortuitous riches, which if obtained, you could scarcely 
have enjoyed, because thcry could confer no consdousness of desert; return 
to rational and manly industry, and consider the, mere gift of luck, as bdow 
the care of a wise man. 

The splendid rhetoric ! The noble senn|p I It converted nobody, 
least of ^ his Grace of Canterbury, who injme year foEowing became 

^ It is to be noted that though almost perpetually in straightened circumstances 
Boswdl managed thfc fiunily eststfe so well that he < ;ould t^ Temple in 1789 that 
Sandie would have ^£3,000 a year on succeeding hinu 

* It is interesting to note that Reynolds was a passionate gambler, though he 
kept himself striedy widiin bounds. Lord Inrhigufaj who married Reynolds's 
nlttc and once won ;C34»ooo ^ a single sitting, was another. 
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one of the managen of the national lottery, set up by Act of Parliament, 
which founded the British Museum. On drawing a blank in due course 
forty years later Boswell may well have turned up this Rambler essay 
and consoled himself with his old master wisdom once more. 
Fortunately, as it happened, he was not compelled after all to the 
disastrous step of selling his copyright for less than half of what tic 
Life ultimately brought him. At the last moment he borrowed another 
^£400 jointly from Dilly and Baldwin, to be repaid out of the first 
profits, and conveyed his thanks in a jubilant ode of no great attraction 
in The Gentleman* s Magazine: 

My cordial Friend, 

Still prompt to lend 

Your cash when I have need ou*t . . , 

The last corrections to the last sheets of the Life were made in April 
of this year, 1791. He tells Dempster this month that though he is 
feeling the pinch financially, ‘they are so good to me liere that I have a 
full sliare of the metropolitan advantages’. The italics are mine. 
‘They’ arc his friends, who, one gathers from a modem authority, 
had with the single exception of Langton now dropped hjm. 

On April 19 BosweU writes to Dempster: 

My magmm optis, the Life of Dr. Johnson, in two volumes quarto, is to be 
published on Monday, i6ii May ... I really think it will be the most entertain- 
ing coUccdon that has appeared in this age . , . 


7 

If The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D., was not received with a unani- 
mous chorus of what BosweU claims to be ‘extraordinary approbation', 
it captured the cultivated public to the extent of selling 1,200 copies 
in the first four months, a comfortable success.^ It was a book which 
was to conquer the English-speaking world quietly, to grow in 
reputation and magic with the years and blossom in edition after 
edition, of which the monumental six-volume work of Birkbeck 
HiU in the i 88 o’s' is the greatest, though by no means the latest. A 

^Joseph Fajington, R.A., the, landscape watec-colourist and diarist, one. of 
Boswell’s later intimates, says the first (quarto) edition yielded him ^%,SSO, 
Vliich snm is to be made np on acet. of the octavo edition’. , f. 



220 


THFi HOODED HAWK. 


small gaggle of critics instantly attacked it, as they had done the 
Journal of a Tour to tite Hebrides, for indiscretion, impcrtmcnce, folly, 
extravagance, exhibitionism, bad taste, violation of propriety and 
confidence, and even libel. Certain pontiffs had a violent long-standing 
prejudice against Boswell and an equal one against Johnson, whose 
addiction fo the Christian religion had offended the progressive gentle- 
men of the Monthly Reuiew, for example, in tlic days of the Hebrides 
journal, when they charged the Doctor with bigotry and dogmatism, 
two quaint words of accusation in any hack-critic’s moutli. But then 
as now no inept snarlings could kill a great work, and the public 
bought and enjoyed steady. ^ The most diverting of Boswell’s critics 
was perhaps his distant relative, George IH, whose mind, upset by recent 
brainstorms, was completely bemused by great stretches of the Life* 
Fanny Burney shows his Majesty trotting into the Queen’s dressing- 
room nightly in the summer of 1791 and mtcrnipting her toilette by 
holding endless puzzled discourse with Fanny on the subject. What? 
What? What? Eh? Who? Who? Queen Charlotte herself 
‘fircqucnily condescended to read over passages which perplexed or 
offended her*, and Fanny hastened to explain and justify. She was glad 
afterwards to think she had vindicated her dear old Doctor to his 
sovereigns, but she had no hesitation in throwing Mr. Boswell to the 
wolves, demutcly confessing to the King that she was glad she had so 
sddom met the gentleman, ‘as I knew there was no other security 
against all manner of risks in his relations’. In other words, Mr. BosweU, 
according to Miss Biimcy, was a danger to his confidants; which, in a 
vhiy, was quite true. Caveat narrator* Most of Boswell’s confidants 
were pcrfixtly aware of this. 

To the modem lover of the Life Boswell’s contemporary critics arc 
of no more importance than flies, for if he had not written precisely 
as he did he would not be Johnson’s BoswelL But one must agree 
that he was wrong, for example, to set down in print, during the life- 
time of a charming lady, the widow of one of Johnson’s closest friends, 
a passage which has boen always singled out for condemnation* 

* NabiraUy there were good notices, now and especially later, The Quarterly 
Review considered the Ldje ‘the richest dictionary of wit and wisdom any language 
can hoast*. Ute JBdirAttrgh Review called it 'a great, a very great work, one of the 
best bocis in die world’. Bidos told Sk James Maddntt^ he thou^Joh^ 
appeared more great in Boswell’s work than in his (Johnson’s) own, which some 
have twisted into an accusation. Boswdl’s first champion against his detractors 
generally was Croker, editor of theL^e (dcvendi edition) in 1831, whose defence 
I quote clscvhcto. 
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'While we were alone I endeavoured as well as I could to apologise for a 
lady who had been divorced from her husband by Act of Parliament I said, 
that he had used her very ill, had behaved brutally to her, and that she could 
not continue to live with him without having her delicacy contaminated; 
that all afrection fr)r him was thus destroyed; that the essence of conjugal 
union being gone, there remained only a cold form, a mere dvil obligation; 
that she was in the prime of life, witii qualities to produce happiness; that 
these ought not to be lost; and that the gendeman on whose account she was 
divorced had gained her heart while thus unhappily tituated. Seduced, perhaps, 
by the charms of the lady in question, I thus attempted to palliate what I 
was sensible could not be justified; for when I had finished my harangue, my 
venerable friend gave me a proper check: ‘My dear Sir, never accustom 
your mind to mingle virtue and vice. The woman’s a whore, and there’s 
an cud on’t’ 

Shoals of Boswdl’s readers, headed by Horace Walpole, could have 
had no difficulty in identifying the ‘whore* immediately as Lady Diana 
Beauderk, nie Spencer, A daughter of Charles, second Duke of Marl- 
borough, she married Viscoimt Bolingbroke in 1757 at the age of 23, 
and was divorced from him in 1768 to marry her lover, Topham 
Beauderk, at St. George's, Hanover Square.^ Her grace, beauty, and 
artistic talent were considerable, and the Doctor, who had loved 
Beauderk dearly, was obviously not talking at that moment for 
publication; nor should Boswell, a gentleman and one of Lady Diana's 
admirers, have printed what was a hasty remark, and technically 
inaccurate. 

Undoubtedly it is a pity the conversation was printed (though it 
seems a trifle comic to &id the censorious carrying on about Boswell’s 
breach of good manners 150 years afterwards as though diey were 
Lady Diana’s family solidtors), and all the more a pity because, as wc 
learn from Hawkins, Lady Diana, who added a warm charity to her 
other gifts, was the means, with Langton, of helping one or two of 
Johnson’s needy relations after his death: Boswdl should have 
discovered and made a note of this, one cannot help thinking. 

Curiously enough, no one has ever thou^t of indicting Malone 
for this and a few minor lapses on Boswell’s port Seeing he read the 
proofi for the press and was well aware of Boswell’s slapdash habits, 
surely the sedate barrister is not a little to blame e Every London 
newspaper keeps a lawyer or two bn its staff to comb ffic proofr 

1 An unliappy step, Horace Walpole told Faidngton; for apart from being 
dirty and venninous, Beauderk drank laudanum heavily and vm *thc TOtst" 
tempered man I ever knew*. 



THE TIOODRD HAWK 


224 

uiglirly for bidden librls; should one slip through ami result in an 
action, the newspaper loses money and the Lawyers their job. In law 
the newspaper and its printeii; are solely responsible, I K^licvc; docs that 
affect the responsibility of the legal experts on whose skill tliey 
they must depend ? Everybody who knew Boswell knew, like Fanny 
Burney, that he was a risky fellow to confide anything delicate to, not 
because he ever acted in deliberate malice, but because he could not 
help babbling and scribbling without discrimination. It seems to me 
that Malone should have been more careful. 

There is one more passage on which critics contemporary and modem 
have always fasten^ with loud denunciations; die one in which 
Boswell hints, without any evidence, that during Johnson s early days 
in London his relations widi the chance women he occasionally liked to 
converse with in the streets at night on Lis way home were sometimes 
of a sexual nature. To rebut this we have the evidence of Johnson's 
sterling moral character and rigid control of strong passions, together 
widi that angelic pity for the unfortunate which characterised him. 
Johnson was espedally moved fay the misery of London prostitutes, 
and was once known to carry a sick drab home to his own house and 
have her properly tended. Hawkins mentions this charitable eccentricity 
without any of Boswell's implications, and tells one of his rare good 
stories as welL 

At the dub inlvy Lane, our usualhour of departure was eleven, and. when that 
approached he [Johnson] was fiequendy tempted to wander the streets, and 
join in the conversation of those miserable fiir^es who were there to be met 
with. Of these he was very inquisitive as to their course of life, the history 
of their seduction, and the chan^ of redaimn^ them. The jSrst question he 
generally asked was, if they could read. Of one who was very handsome he 
asked, for what she thought God had given her so much beauty; she answered 
— ^‘To please gendemm.’ 

I thini that on this topic Boswell was indulging in what modem 
jargon calls 'wishful t h i nki ng', and was a Httlc too eager to impute 
to Johnson his own kind of failing. That lie ever betrayed a friend in 
m^cc is, one must rqjcat, a monstrous charge. He was a Ivlr. Tattle, 
not a Mr, Snake, In a notably spiteful age his amiability, indeed, is 
almost abnotmaL 

There is no need to indulge oneself at this time of day in a panegyric 
of the Lifi. Even Macaulay confesses its golden spell. It is a book one 
can never tire o£ Poor students of the University of Paris in the 
Middle Ages were permitted in extreme need to sell all their books, 
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except die Bible and the works of St Thomas Aquinas, Biblia dwntaxat 
dc fratris Thome operibus exceptis. To these essential voltmics anyone 
about to be cast away for life on the traditional desert island who 
added Boswell’s would never lack all the printed nourishment and 
entertainment for soul and spirit a man can need. 

If there is anything about the Life which has not already been 
sufficiently extolled, I think it is the delicious occasional etchings of 
minor figures, such as Mr. Twalmley, the British housewife’s fiicnd, 

Boswell, you often vauut so much as to provoke ridicule. You put me in 
mind of a man who was standing in the kitAen of an inn with his back to the 
fire, and thus accosted the person next him, *Do you know. Sir, who I am i* 
'No, Sir, (said the other), I have not that advantage.* 'Sir, (said he,) I am die 
great Twalmley, who invented the New Hood-gate Iron.* 

That is taken down firom Johnson, but here is one of Boswell’s own — 
the sketch, like a Rowlandson cartoon, of the unnamed clerical poet 
who submitted his muse one day to Johnson’s criticism. 

A printed Ode to the Warlike Getiiiis of Britain came next in review; the hard 
was a lank bony figure, with short black hair; he was writhing himsdf in 
agitation while Johnson i:ea4 and shewing his teeth in a grin of earnestness, 
cxnlaimcdinbrokcnscntcnccs, and in a keen sharp tone, ‘Is that poetry, Sir? Is 
it Phidan* Johnson. *Why, Sir, dierc is here a great deal of what is called 
poetry.* Then, turning to me, the pott cried, ‘My muse has not been long 
upon the town, and (pointing to the Ode) it trembles under the hand of the 
great critick.* Johnson, in a tone of displeasure, asked him, ‘Why do you 
praise Anson t* I did not trouble him by asking his reason for this question. 
He proceeded, ‘Here is an error, Sir; you have made Genius feminine.* 'Palp- 
able, Sir; (cried the enthusiast), I know it. But (in a lower tone), it was to pay 
a compliment to the Duch^ of Devo^nshire, with which her Grace was 
pleased. She is walking across Ckjxhcath, in the military tmifonn, and I suppose 
her to be the Genius of Britain.* Johnson. 'Sir, you are giving a reason 
for it; but that will not make it ri^t. You may have a reason why two and 
two should make five; but they will still rnakc biit four.* 

In this demurdy satiric sketch there is all that essential eighteenth 
century we find equally in the incident at Mrs, Garrick’s party in 
Adelplii Terrace in 1781, ^one of the happiest days that I remeinber 
to have enjoyed in the whole course of my life’. 

Talking of a very respectable author, he [Johnson] told us a cations dretour 
stance in his life, which was, that he had married, a nriiitei^S devfl, Ejjynoito. 
'A printer's devil, Sir I Why, I thought a print’s dewl was a aCatute 
Uai &ce and in rags.* JOHNSON, ^cs, Sir; But, I suppose, he had het 
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washed, and put dean clothes on her. (I'hen looking very serious, and very 
ranicst.) And she did not disgrace him; the woman had a bottom of good sense.’ 
The word bottom thus introduced was so ludicrous, when contrasted with his 
gravity, that most of us could not forbear tittering and laughing; though I 
recollect that the Bishop of Killaloe kept his countenance with perfect 
steadiness, while Miss Hannali More slyly hid her &ce behind a lady’s back 
who sat on the same settee with her . His pride could net bear that any expression 
of his should excite ridiailc, when he did not intend it; he therefore resolved 
to assume and cxcrdse despotick power, glanced sternly around, and called 
out in a strong tone, ‘'Where’s the merriment?’ Then collecting himself and 
looking awefid, to make us fed how he could impose restraint, and as it were 
searching his mind for a still more ludicrous word, he slowly pronounced, 
‘I say the woinan vm fundmnetUally sensible’; as if he had said, hear this now, 
and laugh if you dare. We all sat composed as at a funeral 

One needs to know something about Hannah More, that illustrious 
bluestocking, now in her virginal late thirties, to enjoy this scene 
thoroughly. The rather forbidding canvas in the National Portrait 
Gallery does not do her full justice, though I admit that to me Miss 
More, if a minor character in the Boswellian scene, is at all times more 
tremendous than any lawnslccvcd, periwigged prelate of the Georgian 
Establishment. She dined , constantly at Lambeth Palace and occupied 
for life, as it were, a strapontin attadied to the Episcopal Bench. Her 
philanthropy was practical and sincere, if sometimes injudicious (the 
ingratitude of Mrs. Ycarsley, the poetic niilkwoman of Bristol, is a 
celebrated case in point), and her didactic verse, prose, and even drama 
had a considerable contemporary vogue. This success, combined witli 
shrewdness, vmdty, and marked conversational gifts — 

Enlighten’d spirits'! you who know 
What charms from polish’d converse flow, 

Speak, for you can, the pure delight 
When kindling sympathies unite 

—to which may be added that talent for flattering the eaninent which 
so bored Dr. Johnson, and an. agreeable benevolence, which she lost , 
to some extent in middle-age, when she soured into a Sabbatarian 
and a bitter No-Popety bigot, made Miss Hannah More a familiar guest 
in the best clerical, literary, and even patrician circles. Moreover her 
decorous flirtation with Horace Walpole, now, Lord Orford, who was 
not so averse to trowel-laid fliattcry as some, produced a sequence of 
Tite Bos Bleu, by Hannah More, 1784* 
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epistles to ‘Saint Hannah* and ‘My holy Hannah* in which the old 
gentleman chirps almost as charmingly in his seventies as in his brilliant 
heyday. 

To picture Miss Hannah More, then, overcome with a fit of giggles 
at the word ‘bottom* and hiding girlishly behind another lady is to 
picture something rather tremendous. And how the scene lives ! Up 
to the destruction of Addphi Terrace by Big Business a dozen years 
ago it was possible to touch these eminent and ftiendly ghosts often 
on the elbow, for Garrick’s house, No. was unaltered inside or out, 
and one could stand by Johnson and Boswell the moment after they 
took their leave. 

He and I walked away together ; wc stopped a little while by the rails of the 
Addphi, looking on the Thames, and I said to him with some emotion that 
I was now thinking of two feiends we had lost, who once lived in the buildings 
behind us, Bcauderk and Garrick. *Ay, Sir, (said he, tenderly,) and two such 
friends as cannot be supplied.* 

Many have stood on that spot opposite Garrick’s house since that 
day, reH;:reatmg this moment. The Addphi tailings in Johnson’s day 
were much higher and the Thames ran immediately beneath, as 
Pastorim*s print shows, save for a narrow wharf; but the scene was 
otherwise unchanged, and one might easily sec the gigantic rolling 
figure staring dim-eyed over the busy river, and Boswdl by his side, 
Yahoodom has much to answer for. 

Mr. Oliver Edwards, the little lawyer of Stevenage, wc have already 
met. He fills a masterly couple of pages of quiet, ironic comedy without 
one fidse note. There is another oddly attractive ‘super^ at Dr. Taylor’s 
house at Ashbourne in Derbyshire. 

In the evening our gendcnian*-&rmer, and two others, entextained themselves 
and the company witii a great number of tones on the fiddle. Jolmson desired 
to, have *LcC Ambition fite thy mind* played over again, and appeared to give 
a patient attention to it; diough he owned to me that he was very insensible 
to the power of muack. 

This scene lives perpetually, like the others; the caudlc^%ht in 
Taylor’s parlour, the simple old tunes, Johnson’s abstracted 
the very grimaces of the gmdeimnHfarmer and hiS fellow-performers 
as they scrape away, their &cea glistening with concentration.. In the 
Life Boswdl does not bother to name this gendenninr&nner. Tummg 
to the diaries, so ridi in unused material, we pcr<xivc him to be-a Mr. 
Kddhouse fi-ona, Staffordshire, staying a few, days with Dn Tkylor,; 
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who was tutoring his son. 'A brisk, obliging litde man, quite upon 
spriiigs\ is Boswell’s report, adding that Mr. Fieldhousc was very 
fond of poetry. Evidently, then, no ordinary gentlernan-farmcr of the 
eighteenth century, as that addiction to fiddling, practised chiefly 
by gypsies, Italians, dancing-masters, vagabonds, and village choir- 
masters, may perhaps indicate. The day was yet to come when 
gendemen-farmers hung their walls with cosdy colour-prints, read 
Proust, played the lute, and collected old jade. 

Little Mr. Fieldhousc seems, when roused, to have been an assertive 
and even a combative type, a thruster, a hard man to hounds. A sharp 
exchange had taken place, the night before die chamber-music, 
between him and the Doctor, also a product of Staffordshire. The 
argument arose over the ethics of the case of Mungo Campbell, who 
shot Alexander, Earl of Eglintoun, in a brawl As voices and tempers 
rise, my imagination persists in equipping the little gendeman-farmer 
with obstinate china-blue eyes and a scratch-wig. He is not the least 
afiiaid of the Great Cham. I hear his voice, dogmatic, with a burr and 
a rasp, applying the closure. 

*A poor man has as much honour as a rich man, and Campbell had 
that to defend !’ 

Perceiving the fidlow to he a ‘humourist’, the Doctor warns him 
o£F with the well-known ominous rumble, head down, like a Miura 
bull about to charge. 

‘A poor man has no honour.’ 

But the litde matador stands jBrm, i^ores all danger-signals, and 
makes one more defiant pass with the red cape, 

■ ‘Lord Eglintoun was a damned fool to run on upon Campbell after 
beiog warned that Campbell would shoot liim if he did !* 

Which spdQs his doom. The Doctor permitted no swearing in his 
presence. A furious scowl and a loud, angry repetition of *d(inmd* 
some half-dozen rimes finished Mr. Piddhouse, apparendy, for the 
evbung. However, like (he Doctor, he bore no malice, as that rustic 
version of the Giorgione Concert the fbllownig evening shows. His 
fellow-fiddlers may wcU have been the parish derk and the school- 
master. The Rev. Dr. John Taylor, prebendary of Westminster, 
was no snob, for all bis wealth and testy pomp and power as a local 
magnate and stock-breeder, his opulent coach-and-four, and his 
magnificat purple-dad buder. At his house Boswell met some 
mixed company, jotted down in his diary as Derbysbire curiosities in 
passing: two nei^bouring squires, for example, one intdligent and . 



DBCUNB AND MSB 


229 


Spruce, the other oafish as Squire Western; the ex-landlord of the 
Blackamoor's Head, Ashbourne, a shrewd sedate personage in plain 
brown and a cut-bob wig, and the landlord of ‘the large inn at Buxton' ; 
a rich, shrivelled, skittish little old spinster, a great one for persifl^e 
and a playmate of Johnson's; another spinster, a fat one; an ugly 
widow, two ‘eminent tanners*, and other local fauna, who might have 
provided a fascinating Boswdlian page or two had the Life been 
twice or thrice its size, as it should have been. Mr. Hddhouse, the 
gendeman-farmer, is a character who somehow detains one. Max 
Bcerbohm should have done for him what he so briBiandy did for the 
unfortunate clergyman, unnamed alike in the Life and the diaries, who 
rushed to destruction one day at the Thrales* by asking Johnson, at 
the end of a sonorous review of the best English sermon-writen of the 
period, whether Dr. Dodd's sermons were ‘not addressed to the 
passions’. Max’s exquisite essay on the probable history and subsequent 
fiite of this mild victim would have d^ghted Boswell, I think. 

Then, again, there is the genteel but busbess-like hostess of the Green 
Man, Ashbourne, *a very good inn, the mistress of which, a mighty 
dvil gendewoman, curtseyii^ very low, presented me with an 
engraving of the sign of her house; to which she had subjoined, in her 
own handwriting, an address in such singular simplicity of style, diat 
I have preserved it pasted upon one of the boards of my original 
Journal at this time, and shall here insert it for the amusement of my 
readers; 

'M. KJOLJJNQLEy'S Juty waits upon Mr, Bcswellf is exceedingly obliged 
to him for this favour^ whetieper he comes this way, hopes fir a cotUimmee of dw 
same. Would Mr, Bostoell nmne the Imtse to his extensive acqjaaintance^ if would 
be a sbtgtdar favour corferr'd on one who has it not in her power to make any other 
return hut her most grateful dianks, and sineerest prayers fir his h^piness in time, 
and in a blessed etemity,^Tuesday mm* 

At the inn at Edensor, near Chatsworth, where Boswell went out 
of his way on this same journey north to look at the ducal palace, 
there was another fascinating type, a very jolly landlord ‘whose name, 
I think, was Malton.* 

He happened to mention that 'the celebrated Dr. Johnson had been in his 
house.’ I inquired who this Dr. Johnson was, that I litight hear mine host^ 
notion of him. ‘Sir, (said he), Johnson, the great writrir; Oddity, as they cdl 
him. He’s the greatest writer in England; he writes for the ministry; he Iws a 
correspondence abroad, and lets them know what’s going on.’ 
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On Keating this Johnson laughed a good deal, wishing possibly, as 
we do, that Boswell had been able to spend a little more time at 
Edensor. The race of jolly English innkeepers has died out long since, 
with the good claret and burgundy of their cellars. It may be deduced 
incidentally, I think, that Boswell was a popular client at inns along 
the Great North Road; an easy, genial, talkative gentleman for whom 
the pick of the larder and the aeam of the cellar were good enough, 
who spent his money freely and did not put on airs or keep bis inferiors 
at arms’ length. Whether this has any connection with the fact that 
his post-chaise was never held up on the road during his many journeys 
north and south would be a fascinating topic for speculation. Country 
innkeepers in this age were suspected, sometimes not without reason, 
of collaboration with the highwayman refreshing himself by the kitchen 
file; a bond confirmed by the evidence of that postboy’s skeleton and 
empty saddlebags found some years ago in the wall of an inn being 
demolished near London, among other testimony. It may be that 
jolly Mr. Malton of Edensor sped some of his parting guests quite 
differendy. 

Magnificent as are many of the full-dress conversation-pieces in the 
Life, ddhghtful as it is to hear the voices of Johnson and Garrick, 
Reynolds and Burke, Beauderk and Goldsmith at their claret, these 
little sketches of Boswell’s made outside the charmed circle are 
fascinating as the grotesques in an illuminated Book of Hours. Many 
more ofthem would have embellished theLi/e, doubtless, had Boswdh’s 
idea of a romp coincided with Johnson’s. The only nocturnal, spree 
of the Doctor’s recorded by BoswcU is innocence itself, though it 
did take place partly in Covent Garden, In an often-quoted passage, 
Boswdl relates how Beauderk and Langton, after supping at a tavern 
till three in the morning, knocked up Johnson in his Temple chambers, 
for fun; how he came to the door in nightshirt and wig, with a poker 
ready for action; how on recognising his visiton he cried ‘What, is it 
you, you dogs j I’D. have a fitisk with you !* ; how all three sallied out 
to Covent Garden and Johnson tried his dumsy hand at helping die 
markeb-men; how he soon gave this up and joined his young fiiends 
over a smoking bowl at an adjacent tavern; how they then ■went on 
the river down to Billingsgate, and spent the rest of the day in harmless 
dissipation, a word of more meanings than one. 

A merry scene ; yet I personally prefer the great caiigmatic nighb-piece 
of Johnson’s Joke. Boswdl, thou^ he himself does not mtderstand it, 
tdU the story in a masterly manner. 
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Oil the evening of May 10, 1773, Johnson was taken ill at dinner at 
L*aoli’s and had to leave die table. Meeting Boswell later by appoint- 
ment at Chambers’s apartments in the Temple, he grew better and 
began to talk. Before long something struck him as irresistibly comic 
about a will just drawn up by Chamben for Beimct Langton in fiivour 
of Langton’s three ^dowdy' sisters. He suddenly began to laugh 
immoderately at his own very obscure running comment, amid the 
uncomprehending stares of Chambers and BoswclL He kept on 
laughing, and Cliambers, a lawyer who did not relish mirth at his own 
expense, 'seemed impatient till he got rid of us’. They got into Inner 
Temple Lane, and wc come to the climax. 

Johnson could not stop his merriment, but continued it all the way until 
he got without die Temple gate. He then burst into such a fit of laughter 
that he appeared to almost in a convulsion; and, in order to support himself, 
laid hold of one of the posts at the side of the footrpavement and sent forth 
peals so loud that in the silence of the night his voice seAned to resound from 
Temple Bar to Fleet Ditch. 

Echoes of that huge laughter, as Max Beerbohm has said, come 
ringing down the ages. The reason for it will never be known, and 
Boswell stood by in silence, wondering, and let the great, the 
melancholy, the sick old man have Bis laugh out. amazing end 
of this amazing story’, says Christopher Hollis, ‘comes on us so suddenly 
and so quiedy as almost to take our breath away. “I accorapanied 
him to his door”, writes Boswell, “where he gave me his blessing.” 
What an extraordinary tale ! It takes less than half a page in Boswell 
Has there been since his day any odier writer ofEnglish, except Dickens, 
who could make such a sccnelive so vividly before usf . The world 
for once was absent, when there roared out under the stats that 
enormous laughter at the joke of Barnet Langton s will which Johnson 
shared alone with God/^ 

This is the loudest, but by no means the only, burst of Johnson’s 
laughter we hear in the L(/e. Peevish dom, Leslie Stephen among them, 
have alleged that Boswell’s picture of Johnson is onesided and 
incomplete, and that Murphy and Hawkins and Mrs. Thrale and 
Fanny Burney and Hannah More and others give aspects of him, find 
cspcdally lightj-hearted aspects, which BosweU never knew, I cannpt 
conceive where the Samurai get this theory. Compared with Boswdl’s 
Johnson the odicrs are complctdy trivial It is painful to find the great 

^ Dr, Johnson, London, ipa8. 
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Sir Walter Raleigh in this galley, wickedly asserting that wc come to 
closer quarters with Johnson in the best pages of The Ramhler than in 
the most brilliant of the conversations recalled by Boswell’; as if any 
essayist ever bom revealed himself to his public as he does to liis 
intimates. The Johnson of The Rambler is the preacher in freshly- 
starched canonic^, fiiUy conscious of his missiom The Johnson of 
much of the Life is Johnson in dressing-gown and slippers, relaxed 
and easy and natural, exhibiting moods and quirks and fandcs and 
weaknesses he could never have dared to print. 

A more or less rooted contempt for humanity is at the bottom 
of all such donnish whimsies, I fear. I turn to John Wilson Croker’s 
edition (1831), for the first fair critical judgment of the Boswell 
sclf-displayedinthcL//c. It may stand equally today. 

Ks vanity was inoffensive— his curiosity was commonly directed towards 
laudable objects— when he meddled he did so, generally, from good-natured 
motives— and his giddiness was only an exuberant gaiety, which never frilcd 
in the respea and reverence due to literature, morals, and rdigion; and Posterity 
gratefully acknowledges the taste, temper, and talents with which he selected, 
enjoyed, and described that polished and intcUcctual society which still lives 
in his work, and without his work had perished. 

So much for MM. les assassins. 

To salute Boswell’s achievement, before passing on, as The Biography 
is no exaggeration. Oscar Wilde rightly ranked him , in this field above 
Plato, His secret, whether he knew it or not, and despite his groans 
over his hard labour, can be expressed, I think, in a single word: 
ecstasy, j^enraerts; a standing-out-of-oncsel^ a gift of God, His Life 
towers over everything else of the kind like Bourges Cathedral or 
Montserrat seen from the plain; even over what, in its absence, would 
have been the principal E n g li s h biography, J. T, Smith’s richly vivacious 
Nollehens and his Times; even over M. Jcan-Jacques Brousson’s 
ddidously amusing and cynical exposi^ published a few years ago, of 
the private life and conversation of Anatole Prance, Smith add 
Brousson being men with a considerable grievance against their 
eminent subjects, their work has an astringency which, pleasing to 
b^fe with, tends to palL What would preserve Boswdl’s book from 
putrcfection, as the Doctor would have said, is the love and admiration 
in it. 

This never declines into hero-worship, T will not cut off his daws 
and make ray tiger a cat to please anyone’, Boswell had retorted to 
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Hannah More’s plea, while the Life was in the press, to mitigate 
Johnson’s asperities. Nor does he hesitate to allow the dear great man 
to make an exhibition of himself on occasion. ‘For anydiing I see, 
foreigners arc fools’ is a typical Johnsonian absurdity, part of that 
five per cent pmre nonsense which leavens the majestic reason of 
Johnson’s pronouncements and reminds us that he, too, is human. 
Boswell need not have printed this. He preserved it, I think, with 
demure amusement, as a pendant to an equally fascinating remark 
on the topic of foreigners in the Hebrid« JoumaL ‘I’ll carry a 
Frenchman’, booms the Doctor, ‘to St. Paul’s Churchyard and I’ll 
tell him, “By our law you may walk half round the church, but if 
you walk round the whole, you’ll be punished capitally’’; and he will 
believe me at once. Now, no Englishman’, etc., etc., etc. Boswell 
played up gravely by suggesting that such imbecile credulity is due to 
the implicit submission to which every Frenchman is accustomed, 
whereas ‘every Englishman reasons upon the laws of his country’. 
Johnson apparently grunted approval Did he really believe such 
things? In a paper written for The Adventurer in 1753 I find him 
chaUenging the pleasing implication of Sir William Temple, Swift’s 
bland tyrant, that the Engli^ alone arc fi'ce men in a world of slaves. 
‘Where is the government to be found’, asks Johnson sensibly, being 
unable to foresee Bolshevist Russia, Nazi Germany, or Great Britain 
in the fonheomiug State Utopia, ‘that superintend individuals with 
such vigilance, as not to leave their private conduct without restraint? 
Can it enter into a reasonable mind to imagine, that men of every 
other nation arc not equally masters of their own time or houses with 
ourselves, and equally at liberty to be pardmonious or profuse, frolick 
or sullen, abstinent or luxurious ? . . . Such libcarty is to be found 
alike under the government of the many or the few, in monarchies or 
in commonwealths.’ 

If there is self-contradiction here, I fad the explanation is fairly 
simple. When lounging at ease there were curious moments when 
the Doctor left ofibeing a scholar, an intellectual and a London literary 
lion, and reverted to ‘reet StaSbrdsheer’, becoming the typical Midland 
or Arnold Bennett provincial, with all the naive dogmatic self- 
sufficiency of the type (and vre may remember that Johnson was out 
of Great Britain only once, for eight weeks, when the Thrales took him 
to France in 1775). Why the cosmopolite Boswell chose to show Hm 
turning ‘reet Sts^rdsheer’ on the question of foreigners — and after all 
ninety per cent of the Island Race would see noftiing in Johnson’s 
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dictum but obvious gospel, even today— was simply, I make bold to 
assert again, tliat he was enjoying a small, private. Puckish joke which 
harmed nobody and was not incompatible with admiring affection 
for a very great man talking for once through his beaver. 

But one could discuss tlie myriad facets of the Life for ever. One 
thing remains to be said, perhaps. There are those who have gone 
through Boswell’s pages with a fiue^toothed comb, eagerly noting 
examples of what they believe to be the fellow’s private malice, 
Haec est altissima et ultissim lectio: sni ipsius cognitlo et despecHo.^ 

^ De ImiU Chr,, Lib. I, Cap. a. This is the highest and most profitable lesson — 
the tme knowledge and despising of one’s own self.* 



Ciiapter Seven 

VRAYE FOY 
1 

IT is both legitimate sxid agiecable to accompany Mr. James 
Boswell, author of a work of which the whole town is talking, in a 
hackncy-coach to his publisher’s in the City one summer morning a 
month or two after the publication of The Life of Samuel Johttson, 
JLL.D, ; an irnagiiiary journey, actually not an infrequent onc. 

No trace remains today of the wealthy pubUahing-house of the 
brothers Charles and Edward DiUy — ^Edward the loquacious died in 
1779, having practically talked himself to death, as somebody said — 
at No. 22 in the Poultry, Their resemblance to the Brothers Cheeryblc 
is obvious and marked. Though they were Dissenters, carrying on a 
profitable export-trade to America of sectarian works, their hospitality, 
like that of most publishers, was epicurean, lavish, and warm-hearted, 
both in town and at their country-house at Southill, Bedfordshire. 
At the table of ^my worthy fidendj and booksellers, Messieurs Dilly 
in the Poultry’, Boswell met a greater number of literary men than at 
any other, except Sir Joshua Reynolds’s. The Dillys possessed admirable 
discernment in food and wine and no bigotries of any kind. To the 
end of his life Boswell will be a welcome guest in the Poultry. 

How the Dillys carried on business is not altogether dear. 
Eightccndi-ceniury publishing technique is wrapped in vagueness. 
Doddey, for example, kept a shop in PaU Mall and sold his own and 
presumably other publishers' books over the counter, whereas the 
Dillys had no shop, and tiieir premises in the Poultry were a publishing 
and wholesale department att^cd to their house, one of those typical 
tall-windowed foui>etorcy bride City houses of the late seventeenth 
or early eighteenth century, built when the Poultry arose again, minus 
half its inns, firom the ashes of the Great Pire* Here, in the manner of 
wealthy London tradesmen almost mid-way into the Victorian era, 
the Dillys lived with their business, separatesd from it by a small court- 
yard. The printer engaged by Charles DiUy for the Life of JohfMth 
as we know already, was Henry Baldwin, ‘now*, says BosweH’li preface 
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to the Second Edition, ‘Master of the Worshipful Company of 
Stationers, whom I have long known as a worthy and an obliging 
friend*. Baldwin’s chief compositor was Manning, whose pardon 
Dr. Johnson so humbly begged after flying into a too-hasty rage over 
a proof-sheet of his Lives of the Poets. 

Craning his neck as his coach rattled eastwards along the Strand, 
Boswell may have seen his work displayed in the bookshops of Andrew 
Millar and Tonson, behind bow-windows of thick, gneeiush glass. 
New brown calf and a gilt-lettered red label make no unattractive 
show, despite Austin Dobson’s curious implication that the gaudy 
doth bindings of the 1890’s spelt progress. Like every good eighteenth- 
century book, a Dilly production has a sober dignity, together with its 
only drawback, which is, so far as I can discover, that it will never lie 
flat when opened. 

Mr. Charles Dilly would be seated this s umm er morning in his 
private room in the publishing-office, across the cobbled courtyard; 
a plump, natty, rosy man, dosdy-shaven, bob-wigged, hom-spcctadcd, 
well but soberly dressed in nut-brown or plum-coloured broaddoth, 
with discreet fresh linen at neck and wrists, poring over costs and 
returns and refreshing himself at intervals, doubtless, with a pinch 
from a silver box of Scholten’s best Rappee, plain St. Domingo, 
Kendal Brown, or scented Macabaw, all suitable to a wcaldiy 
publislier's nose. Beamings and exdamatious of pleasure as Mr. Boswell 
is announced by a clerk would be redprocal, for Mr. Boswell is not 
only an old friend but a highly profitable author. Their business duly 
discussed — ^what more easy or ddightful than any interview between a 
best-seller and bis smiling patron t — a bottle of daret would naturally 
follow their adjournment to the parlour, or perhaps to that dusky, 
comfortable, pine-pandled drawing-room up the wide, shallow 
staircase, on the fint floor overlooking the street. And I doubt strongly 
if Boswdl could ever enter this room now without seeing once more 
diat memorable gathering ofWednesday, May 15, 1776, and once more 
hearing the Doctor, as he peered shortsightedly round, address those 
stage-whispers to Edward Dilly before dinner. 

‘Who is that gentleman, Sirt* 

‘Mr. Arthur Lee, Sir.’ 

‘Too, too, too’ 

But evm more embarrassing and produedve of duddngs than a 
rebd like Mr. Lee, later American Ambassador to Spain, is a con- 
spicuous figure laughing with Dr. Lettsom in a comer. 
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‘Who is the gendcman in lace ?’ 

‘Mr. Wilkes, Sir.’ 

And once again Boswell, grinning at his thoughts, would see the 
Doctor, thoroughly flustered, picking up a book and retiring to a 
window-seat to compose himself. Why die impact of Wilkes, whom 
he had come purposely to meet, should so upset the Sag6, Boswell 
docs not explain. Pethaps Johnson realised for the first time, as his 
myopic eyes recognised that amused, notorious, satanic visage a few 
feet away, what he had let himself in for. It may be noted that in 
accordance with the awkward custom of the period, no introductions 
were made. 

So JSlr. Boswell takes a genial leave of his publisher at length and 
returns to Great Portland Street; if the day is fine, doubtless on foot 
The City of London was still a warm-blooded human place to walk 
through in the 1790’s. Men and women were bom and lived and died 
in it, its countless taverns and clubs flourished day and night, many of 
its Wren churdies had congregations; it was not yet a mere lair or 
bolting-hutch of Mammon, a kind of financial Sodom from which the 
inhabitants fled nightly in a body, as from the wrath of God, to the 
suburbs. Nor had Letters deserted the City yet. Grub (today Milton) 
Street, Cripplegate, if its heyday as a wasps’-nest of starving poets and 
pamphleteers was over, could still produce a stinging broadsheet or 
two; in the Poultry itself was to be bom a few years hence the 
indefatigable Tom Hood; and if the Boar’s Head in Eastcheap was not 
the veritable tavern of Falstafl' and Prince Hal, it had occupied the same 
site since the Fire and was sufficiently Shakespearean to inspire 
Goldsmith’s Reverie, Vestiges of the City Boswell knew remain here 
and there today in little forgotten courts and tangled alleys and byways 
like Amen Court, and even more in that almost unspoilt backwater, 
Ely Place, Holbom, where the vratchman still ptrols at night, crying 
*Past twelve 1 ’ within locked gates, where the rton bar across the narrow 
passage leading to the Mitre tavern still foils any highwayman on 
horseback who may gallop that way, and where that tWteenth- 
century English Gothic jewel, the chapel of the Bishops of Ely, in 
Bosw^’s ^y defiled and degraded by plasterwoick, now stands 
restored to iti former delicate beauty, with the Mass said in it once 
more; an example of ‘Gothick’ continuity which would have pleased 
hiryi, I think.' ' ■ 

The plump, strutting figure in the, snufficoloured suit passes dotvn 
Ludgate Hill into Fleet Street and is lost in the crowd. From ©sotge 
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Dance’s crayon profile of 1793 we perceive that Boswell has become a 
rriflp more chinny and jowly than when Reynolds painted him in 
1785. To one of his modem critics, indeed, the poor fellow’s face is 
quite repulsive. Unafflicted by such excessive sensibility, I can only 
say that though Boswell in the last years of his life is admittedly no 
Apollo Belvedere, the sight of his pursy, homdy features gives me no 
unease, and I would personally rather dine with their owner than 
with most of the ornaments of current Letters. A few of the pemicketty 
may have disliked BosweU during his life, but he remained to the end 
of his days, or nights, one of London’s most indefatigable diners-out 
and mingled to the end with men of intelligence and breednig. They 
liked him. So do I. 


2 

Having seen the first edition of the Ujt successfully launched in 
May, 1791, Boswell went immediately on the Home Circuit, which 
covered Hertfordshire, Essex, Sent, and Surrey, and found his learned 
brethren there much more congenial than those of the Northern. 
‘Though I did not get a single brief’, he writes valiantly to Temple 
fi:om London on August Tn, on the eve of setting out for Scotland to 
join Sandie in a little grouse-shooting, ‘I do not repent of the caepehse, 
as I am showing myself desirous of business and imbibing legal 
knowledge.' Had he forgotten that in May he acted as one of a number 
of juniors to Spencer Perceval, that ‘honest little fcUow’, later Prime 
Minister and victim of a madman’s pistol, in a suit concerning land- 
enclosure in Hampshire? Quite likely. It was not very important. 

Early this summer he had found time to gratify curiosity and do an 
old fiiend a service by taking a flying trip to Portsmouth to view the 
Grand Fleet at anchor and to spend a day and night aboard the ficigatc 
commanded by his late wi&’i cousin, Captain Macbride. His purpose, 
apart firom.indulging in a new experience, which always charmed him, 
was to , make inquiries on behalf of Temple’s eldest son Francis, a 
midshipman, in whose interests Temple was begging him to approach 
Dundas. Boswell reports to Temple, before doing so, that the most 
difficult step in the Navy is from midshipman to lieutenant, which 
was striedy accurate. Although by the 1790’s conditions in the floating 
hells of H.M. Navy, with which every reader of Smollett is shudder- 
ingly famiHar, had vasdy improved, the life was still hard and, for junior 
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officers^ chancy. Midsliipmcii, whose pay ranged feom 4^. to 
^2 ss. a month, had to complete six years' sca-scrvicc before attaming 
commissioned rant, and might then have to wait a dozen years or so 
for a ship; grey-haired midshipmen were not unknown as late as 
Dickens's day. Like Nelson, Prands Temple had already made a 
voyage to the tropics to improve his knowledge and prospects. 
Evidently Captain Macbride, later Admiral, made it clear that unless 
strings could be pulled a long wait fiuxtd him. 

The Navy failed to allure Boswell in his fifties as the Army had done 
in his twenties. Perhaps Dr. Johnson's well-known fulminations had 
infected him. ‘A sea-life must seem very unnatural to you,' he remarks 
to Temple. 1 am sure it does so to me.’ Yet a period of distinct naval 
glamour had set in by the 1790's, as the Smollett Era gave place to the 
Dibdin Era and the virtue, comeliness, invincibility, devotion to duty, 
and steadfastness in true love of typical ratings like Poor Jack and 
Tom Bowling became familiar to Covent Garden audiences. 

His form was of the manliest beauty, 

His heart was kind and soft, 

Faithful bdow he did his duty, 

And now he’s gone alofL^ 

The jolly Marryat Era was still to come, and I imagine Captain 
Marryat would have won Boswell as easily as he docs most boys. 
What the British Navy owes to Marryat, like the infinite deal more it 
owes to James If, has not yeC, I think, been properly estimated. 

A cheery flash of the old scatterbrain Boswell ends the letter to 
Temple wc have been reading: 

You must know I haue had seueral matrimonial seketnes of late, I shall amuse 
yon witi} them fiom Aochmlcck. One was widi Miss Milks, daughter of the 
late Dean ofBxotcc, a most agreeable woman d*m certain age^ and witii a fortune 
of ^iQ,ooo; she has left town for the summer . . . 

My magfmm opus sells wonderfully; twdve hundred are now gone, and we 
hope the whole seventeen hundred may be gone be&re Christmas. 

Gaiety — enhanced by delight at his appointment this July as Secretary 
for Foreign Correspondence to the Koj^ Academy, an oflGice formerly 
held by Baretti, and carrying a life-membership — did not take long to 

^ Ituhardlyneccssary to add that a recognised authority on sea-songs, the late 
Admiral Sir Cyprian Bridge, takes a poor view of Dibdhi, a Coveot Garden 
sailor, and says songs rarely came to the notice of tiie Nav/s fiirecasdM and 
were never popular. As for Garrick'a— ~ 1 
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evaporate. Audbinlcck, he teUs Temple in November, on his return 
to London, was deserted and melancholy, and he missed his wife badly. 
*JMy London spirits were soon exhausted; I sank into languor and 
gloom.’ Visiting the neighbouring gentry was of litdc avail, since he 
could not escape from himself. An anxious letter recently from young 
Francis Temple had not cheered Boswell to any extent, nor his most 
recent visits to his old and dear friend Reynold. 

My spirits have been still more sunk by seeing Sir Joshua Reynolds almost 
as low as myself He has, for more than two months past, had a pain in his 
blind eye, the effect of which has been to occasion a weakness in the other, and 
he broods over the dismal apprehension of becoming quite blind. 

The first President of the Royal Academy was in his seventieth 
year; wealthy, world-fimious, kind, hospitable, deaf, half-blind, and 
rapidly approaching the tomb. ‘He used to be looked upon as perhaps 
the most happy man in the world’, adds Boswell sadly; and indeed not 
even the great Dr. Mead had lived in the broad sunshine of life, to use 
Johnson’s phrase, more continuously than the Bang of British Art, 
who could take his incessant snuff from an opulcndy-bcdiamonded 
gold box sent him, with a flattering autograph-note, by his admirer 
Catherine the Great, and whose model’s throne — that easy chair now 
preserved reverendy under glass in the Diploma Gallery at Burlington 
House^^ — ^hcld most of the femous and the frir of the England of his 
time. Inevitably, though nobody of intelligence nowadays echoes 
the youthful Pre-Raphaelites’ breezy cry ‘Sir Sloshua!’, a little of 
Reynolds’s contemporary splendour has frded widi the years, like some 
of his colours, whi^ he did not wield with medieval and Renaissance 
skill, though he is reputed to have skinned and rubbed down not a few 
Old Masters, authentic and doubtful, in bis vain pursuit of their secret 
I am informed by the eminent portraitist, Mr. James Gunn, that many 
canvasses of that period when Reynolds got hi^ colour by glazing and 
‘scumbimg* have now returned, with the restorers’ help, to their basic 
monochrome. But even the most resdess and irritable modem art- 
critics, apt to ejaculate the loathly word ‘acadenfle’ with a peculiar 
grating and hooting emphasis, conce4e that Reynolds is a great, and in 
his own frddon, a creative portrait-painter. 

Now he was plainly breaking up, ‘I force myself to be a great deal 
with hfrn’, Boswell tdls Temple, ‘and to do what is in my power to 

^ Though , the Royal Academy did rwt lift a jSn^ to prevent die destruction 
of Sir Joshoa^s house in Leicester Square in the xpso’s. . 
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amuse him*’ To be amusing is not very easy at tlic moment ‘1 attend 
in Westminster Hall, but there is not iho least prospect of my having 
business. . . . This is a desponding, querulous letter/ 

I pause to remark that no one has yet given Boswell aedit for the 
adndrablc courage with which he fought his losmg battle with the 
English Law over nearly ten yean; daily plunging into the arena, 
daily seeing all the briefs going to other men, daily becoming more 
aware of defeat (despite Malone’s comforting remark that id-success 
at the Bar should not make him unhappy, since he had chosen ‘a wide 
and varied course of hfe’), and resu mi ng the struggle doggedly. No 
wonder he dined out as much as he could, and often drank too much. 
Whether, as a recent authority aflSmis, he was now drinking himself to 
death we shall pleasurably examine in due course. 

Reynolds died, almost stone-blind, on February 23 in the following 
year. The manuscript of Burke’s wdd-known panegyric, written in a 
room adjoining that in which his friend’s body lay, is preserved 
somewhere, I bedieve, with die marks of Burke’s tears still visible on it. 
As for Boswell, another great gap had been tom in his existence. In 
August he notes sombrely in his diary how London has changed for 
him of late. ‘No Geno^ Paoli— no Sir Joshua Reynolds — no Sir 
John Pringle— no General Oglethorpe 1* It sounds dismal arougli. 
Need we pity him too much ? He has plenty of fiiends left in London. 
Among the old ones there is Wilkes, to begin with, whose company 
in increasing age is still gay and bawdy and bradng, and whose dinners 
in Grosvenor Square, or at his Prince’s Gate establishment, where 
Mrs. Arnold is still enthroned, are always pleasant. There is Malone, 
whose affection, like Langton’s, never falters, however often Boswell’s 
turbulent high spirits may ruffle his rather old-maidish composure. 
There is John Courtenay, M,P,, who hanks all his letters and entertains 
him frequently, and Windham of Norfolk, and the rver-ho^itablc 
Dilly, all intimates. There are his fehow-memhccs of the Royal 
Academy Club and the literary dub, with all of whom, since Hawldns 
resigned, he is on cordial and equal terms, with the single exception of 
‘that u^y, afiected, disgusting Mow Gibbon, who poisons our dub 
to me’, as he once remarked to Temple. Between Boswell and the 
stout, sneering historian of the Roman Empire, as between BoswcE and 
Baretti, there was always an impassable gdff, unique in the life of this 
fiiendlicst of creatures. And, there is the gr^t Burke, who; despite, their 
acute differences on political questions — especially in the matter jpf 
Warren Hastings, for whom Boswell is a firenetic -and oi^.!taM5tless 
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parrisaii — and despite his ovei'powcring mciital eqttipmcnt and 
lecturing habit, which always make Boswell, like most people, feel 
small, and despite his firm, kind, maddening refasal to take Boswell’s 
extra-literary ambitions seriously, has certainly a considerable liking 
for him, even if it is sometimes tinged with irritation and subject to 
coolnesses on both sides. How can Boswell be said to lack friends ? 
He lost a few throughout the years, like every other human being, but 
he could make them, whenever he chose, among men of word), 
intellect, and standing. It was not every man in London who would 
shordy receive the Earl of Pembroke’s ‘compliments and ten thousand 
thanks to Mr. BoswcU’ in reply to die suggestion of a forthcoming 
visit to Wilton. 

I find I have overlooked four’ of his closest intimates, Boswell is on 
excellent terms nowadays with his two schoolboy sons, Sandie and 
Jamie, and his two elder daughters, Veronica and Euphemia; also 
litde Betsy, though Betsy is too young to share most of their amuse- 
ments. Grouse-shooting in the holidays with Sandie the Etonian, 
whose congratulatory Latin verses on the Life gratified his &ther more, 
perhaps, than any other tributes, bouts of ‘drafts* with Jamie, a much 
better player, and tea and card-parties with the girls arc current 
examples of their comradeship. At home, as Euphemia Boswell told 
Farington, Bw.A., in 1801, he was the same pleasant, good-humoured 
companion as abroad, and his fits of low spirits passed oif in an hour, 

We need not picture the two dder Boswell girls, inddentaUy, as 
milk-and-water misses, all curls, curtseys, and deference. Like any 
other gicls they fbcquentdy provoke their fiither to extreme amioyancc 
by contradicting and lecturing him.^ He complains testily to Sandie 
in a letter of August 1792 that they have been spoiled by living in 
London and associating with people who ‘cajole* them, and says ^eir 
want of reserve and respea towards him frequently distresses him. 
But, he adds, they have good hearts; as well they might, considering 
what they owe him. Apart from his allotting the greater part of his 
income to his children's benefit, the Isbam papers show that ever since 
their infincy this rackety fdlow has been as fond a fiither as Stedb, 
whom he so often recalls; keenly interested in his duldren, rompii^ 
and reading with them, and — a point his critics have glided over 
unanimously in tactful silence — seeing to their religious instruction 

1 •lliey are exceedingly advanced for their yean . . . nor have I almost any 
authority over them. My only hold is thdr Boswdl to Temple, 

November 28, 1789. 
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with particular care. On more wet Sunday evenings than one, 
surrounded by his offipiing and reading with them from some 
devotional work like Dr. Ogden’s Sermons, or the Book of Common 
Prayer, Boswell compares not unfavourably with Mr. Fairchild of 
The Fairchild Family", or perhaps favourably, since he would never have 
subjected Ids cbilcbcn to that celebrated sadistic ordeal of the gibbet. 
Now tlicy are grown up he accompanies his daughters regularly to 
Portland Chapel, now St. Paul’s, Great Portland Street, or some odrer 
Anglican church. One finds it difficult to reconcile these tilings with 
die stock pictm'e of the selfish loafer and reprobate drinking hiimelf to 
death and reeling down the road to ruin. 

Pondering which strange discrepancy, we hear a rumble of wheels 
and perceive a two-horse travelling chaise pulling up at a quarter to 
eight one bright August morning of this year 1793 outside No. 
47 Great Pord^d Street. Into it, after the baggage has been stowed 
by a manservant, step the Misses Veronica and Buphemia Boswell, 
followed by James Boswell, Esq. In the highest of spirits they setde 
into their scats. The coachman cracks his whip, and the clmise rolls 
away down Oxford Street towards the Great West Road, its occupants 
exulting in the fresh blue-and-gold of the early summer morning, 
le hel, Ic vierge, le vivace aujourd'hui. The Boswells arc on the way to a 
holiday in Cornwall. 


3 

Even today, despite the hordes of kindly artists who infest her 
shores and interpret her every mood, and despite, the dvilising influence 
of the Great Western Railway, Cornwall wears a foreign and even 
(to the mild Anglo-Saxon eye) a sinister air, due to the savage beauty 
of her coasts and the haunted desolation of her inland wastes, but 
chiefly to her dark and secret Hispano-Colt aboriginals. In 1792, 
though tic ancient Cornish tongue had died a few years before with old 
DoUy Pentreath, Cornwall stood infinitely mote aloofi O happy age, 
rich in emotions, whenHorace Walpole could shudder, amid a thousand 
perils, at wild faces jabbering a language unknown, and discover the 
country to be Sussex. 

Boswell’s imptessioDS of Cornwall may be noted here and now. 
The inland scenery reminds him of the bad parts of*Lowland Scotland. 
The blackaviscd natives, short, £iace, hairy, inscrutable, stde-glancmg , 
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inaccessible, barefooted like *Skye boys\ remind him of Swift’s Yahoos. 
The Cornish climate— it rained lavishly during the four weeks the 
Boswells were there — ^brings on at Icngdi one of his blackest attacks of 
melancholia. Fahnouth Bay he admires, the dizzy steeps of Land’s 
End he labels ‘horrid’, and the stench of Marazion poisons all St. 
Michael’s Mount. He apparently saw nothing of the beautiful places 
wc admire year by year in every modem Royal Academy Exhibition — 
Lanioma Cove, Kynance, Kcnnack, Tintagd, St. Ives (fishing-boats), 
Carbis Bay (sunset); nor did he experience the terrif^ig magic of 
huge Atlantic seas crashing on Gimwalloc Sands in a south-west galc. 
Smugglers and wreckers, though both were flourishing marvellously 
in the 1790’s, are as absent firom his diary as the giant Trcgcagle and 
other mystical local fauna. Nevertheless Mr. James and the Misses 
Boswell enjoyed tbdr month in ComwalL 
They had gone down to visit the Reverend William Johnston Temple 
at his rectory of St. Gluvias, opposite Penrhyn, where BoswcU’s oldest 
fiiend and mild unwearied confidant had a comfortable living, with a 
drah and peevish wife and a pleasant grown-up family. The Boswells 
received a deal of hospitality on their way down. The first call out of 
London had been at Bagshot, where Boswdl’s youngest daughter 
Betsy was staying with the Willktnscs, the family of a school-fiiend. 
Here Boswell records a comic moment of embarrassment. Fourtecn- 
year-old Miss Williams, Betsy’s friend, had stayed with Betsy at Great 
Portland Street, and it seems that one evening Mr. Bosw^, flushed 
with wine, had permitted himself to embrace the agreeable young 
creature with s%hdy more than paternal fondness. This memory made 
him a litdc Remorseful’ — more accurately, perhaps, sclf-consdom — 
on meeting her hospitable parents, but foe feeling soon passed off. 
The next evening he and his daughters dined at foe palace at Salisbury 
vnfo bis old fidend foe Bishop, Dr. Douglas, and played whist. Two 
evenings ktet they were at Wilton, that noble seat of foe Sidneys, 

. . . Pmhroke^s princely dome, where mimick Art 
Decks with a magick hand the dazzling bow’rs, 

Its living hues where the warm pcndl pouts, 

And breathing forms from the rude marble start . . 

Lord Pembroke’s charming, flattering welcome made Boswell 
regret, as the Earl strolled with him round those historic parterres 
before dinner, arm-in-arm, discussing the golden days of Johnson and 
Paoh, foat he and Pembroke had met so litdc during the past few 
f Rev. Thos. Warton, Poet Laureate. 
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years. On August 21 the Boswells reached Exeter and encountered an 
hospitable relative, Major Hamilton. Two days later they crossed the 
Devon border and came by way of Bodmin and Truro to pleasant 
St. Gluvias. 

Amid Boswell’s notes of Cornish hospitality there are two arresting 
episodes. On August 29, when he and his ckughters dined with Sir 
William Lemon, M.P., at Cardew, there was some general badinage at 
table on the subject of Mr. Boswell’s gallantry towards one of the ladies 
present. A certain uneasiness under the mirth did not escape him. 1 
observed at dinner a kind of apprehension that I might make a Book 
of my Tour’, he notes. After dinner Lady Lemon, saying half- 
laughingly, half-nervously, ‘Pray don’t insert this !’ (1 laughed and 
said “No, no” ’) showed that this preoccupation was more than 
momentary. The same thing had occurred in London a few weeks 
previously. Some fiiends of Sir William Scott, asked to meet Boswell 
at dinner, had expressed the same trepidation, whereupon Boswell 
promptly declined the invitation. Such annoyiag suspicions could 
probably be traced to Mrs, Thralc and her spiteful anecdotes. Evidently 
eighteenth-century hostesses were more shy of being ‘put into a book’ 
than hostesses arc today. 

The second Cornish episode affords us another glimpse of the old 
essential BoswdI, apart fiom an interesting vignette of a third-rate 
provincial theatre. Rain fell so heavily on September 3 at St. Gluvias 
that Boswell and Temple spent most of the day sorting and arranging 
Boswell’s correspondence with bis feiend over thirty years, and 
sentimentalising over lost youth. Boswell had this day picked up and 
glanced through the first volume of Rousseau s recentdy-puhlishcd 
Confessions^ which may have inspired this mood. In the evening the 
weather cleared, and the BoswcUs and the younger Temples went into 
Falmouth to the play. The theatre was two public rooms at ‘a low 
inn’ ; the orchestra was two fiddlers, one a negro ; the triple playbill was 
Which is the Mon ?, The Wopping Landlady, and The Padlock, BoswdI 
says nothing about the performance, and for a very good reason- 
Glancing at one of the rustic boxes on the opposite side of the pit, he 
perceived in the company of three foreign gentlcanen, ‘a little firendh 
Mademoiselle I knew for some time in London, by the name of Divry\ , 
He affected tot to know the lady, and she, recognising him equally, SA 
the same; but his ever-susccptible heart began to flutter, and the ranting 
of the players could not drown the lilt of a suddcnly-rmiaembered bid ' 
French song of Hs Grai?id Tour: . 
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Je reconnois Ics atteintes 

Qui m’ont autrefois charm^s . . . 

With an effort he put an cud to these twinges of tlic flesh at length 
by reflecting what a ‘base and mercenary creature* the Htde charmer 
actually was, and the encounter had no sequel. One could wish diis 
glimpse of romantic mystery, very fitting to a novel by had been 
longer and more revealing. What could an attractive London cocottc 
and her escort of three foreign gentlemen possibly be doing in a place 
like Falmouth? Bourbon htigrhi Jacobin agents? Russian spies, 
about to probe or even damage at Plymoudi or Falmouth some of that 
three million pounds*-worth of naval preparation which liad assisted 
Pitt to force his recent peaco-treaty on Spain ? (The growing imperialist 
aggressiveness of Russia under Catherine the Great, as today, was one 
of the Cabinet’s major preoccupations.) Was the litde Mademoiselle 
connected in some way with the money Danton was said to be drawing 
from the British Government? Enigma; but the possibilities arc 
enchanting. 

Only once during this holiday did Boswell really drink too much. 
This was at Lord Falmouth’s seat at Txegothnan, where he became so 
‘noisy and ratdmg’ diat Temple was visibly uneasy, though to be sure 
Lord Falmouth himself was equally drunk. Lady Falmouth took no 
notice and showed most polite attention to Veronica and Euphemia, 
whose next-day comments on Papa’s exhibition arc not recorded.^ 
At Lord Camdford’s two days later BoswcU dined with studious 
moderation, though extremdy interested in a White Hermitage he 
had never met before. At Lord Eliot’s on the following day there were 
seven kinds of wine at dinner, apart from dder and beer ; but Boswell 
records, looking somewhat down his nose, that neither Eliot nor his 
son buzzed the bottie very handsomdiy. 

Returning to London by the end of September, Boswell at once 
joined the Home Circuit at Chelmsford in a fit of deep depression; 
pardy, no doubt, reaction from a holiday, partly due to what coroners 
call ‘natural causes’. In November he dined with Wilkes i|i Grosvenor 
Square and recorded again with envy how pleasant it was to see his old 
gay fidend ^enjoying life as I have seen liim do in Italy, six and twenty 
years ago’. He dined out constantly this winter, drmk, as usual, too 
much at intervals, and frequented the Essex Head Club in Essex Street, 
Strand, with the remnants of the Johnsonian foundation-members of 
that assembly; the Italian tutor Sastres, whose poor opinion of Boswell 
1 Hiey may have provoked die testy letter to Sandio, p* ^4^ 
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I have quoted in an early page, and the dilettautonaturalist Dailies 
liarrmgton were amoiag them. Fortunately a new interest liad come 
into BoswclFs life since tlw* summer of this year; a noble and absorbing 
and unselfish interest, dictated entirely by that good heart of his, which, 
if the reader is not tired of hearing about such things, was to provide 
him with some months of unprofitable labour cheerfully performed. 

Friday, August 17, 1792, the day die Boswells left London for 
Cornwall, was a day later than they had intended, Boswell had delayed 
departure at the last moment on account of an appointment granted, at 
his own urgent request, at the Whitehall office of the Rt. Hon, Henry 
Dundas, Secretary of State, at one o’clock on the i6th. This 
appointment the overbearing Dundas, who had Utde time for Boswell 
(though he had been ‘firank and good-humoured’ enough when asked 
to dinner in 1787) and probably expected a foolish application for some 
place, did not keep.^ Dundas was mistaken. Boswell was not concerned 
for his own interests this time. On returning home he wrote Dundas a 
coldly polite note, askmg the favour of 'two lines directed Penrhyn^ 
Cornwall, assuring me that nothing harsh shall be done to the 
unfortunate adventurers firom New South Wales, for whom I interest 
myself . . 

Once more, as in the case of John R.cid the shccp-stealcr and two or 
three or four more miserable abandoned wretches who awakened his 
benevolence in his Scotch Bar days, Boswell was to forget his troubles 
temporarily in the alleviation of those of others. A provincial Jenny 
Diver named Mary Bryant, nie Broad, is the principal character in the 
episode to follow, 

Mary Broad, aged 22, sentenced for life at Exeter Assizes for a street 
robbery at Plymouth, was among the first batch of 750 convicts of 
both sexes to be sent to the new penal colony of Port Jackson, Botany 
Bay, in May 1787, the secession of the American Colonics having 
forced the British Government to find another dumping-ground for 
these wastc^products of its civilisation, who were packing all the 
gaols. The convoy took eight months to reach Australia. Noprepaxa- 
tions had been made at Port Jackson to receive the convicts. There 

1 Boswdl had no iflusiom about Dtmdas now. ‘My first letter to Dundas, 
concerning your son, was repeating my words to you, that I was afraid he did 
not like me (or someting to that efiect) but that I bdievod him to be a gopocoUs ^ 
fellow*, etc., etc, — Boswdl to Temple, August 22 , 1791. Dundas, though he 
ropdled Temple by his coarseness, apparently did wlut Boswell asked of him 
on young Temple's behalf in due course. 
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were no houses, no crops, no proper agricultural impbments, and little 
food. By 1790 actual starvation loomed. At the end of tliat year 
Mary Broad, who had noarried a fellow-convict, a Cornish fusherman- 
smuggler named WiUiain Bryant, transported for seven years for 
fighting his Majesty *s revenue officers, decided that escape could be 
no worse than continuous misery, Bryant at length contrived to buy 
stores unpcrceived from a visiting Dutch ship, with two old muskets 
and some powder. On the night of March 28, 1791, taking his wife, 
their two cliildrcn — one aged three, the other a baby at the breast — 
and seven male fcUow-convicts, he commandeered the Governor’s 
sailing-oittcr, foiled the alann, and put to sea, making for the Dutch 
island of Timor, more than 3,000 miles away to the north-west, 
half-way round Australia. 

The hardships of the fugitives, which included several murderous 
attacks fi:oiTi natives by land and sea, were firightfuL On June 5 
nevertheless they made Kupang in Timor, like Bhgh of the Bcmty 
two years previously, and were charitably received by the Governor, 
passing themsdves off as survivors firom the wreck of an English 
vessel Inevitably, before long, one of Bryant’s mates got drunk and 
blabbed, and the irate Governor, clapping them all in chains except 
the babies, packed them off to England in the next Dutch East India 
Company frigate. By the time Mary Bryant got to London in July 
1792, to be charged at Bow Street and committed to Newgate pending 
trial as a returned transportce, she had lost husband and both children 
by fever on the high seas and was a pitiable object indeed. It is here that 
James Boswell, reading about ha and her four fellow-survivors in the 
London Chronicle and being moved by pure compassion, comes into 
ha story. 

He hurried down to Newgate immediately and saw all five prisoners, 
who wac lying thae waiting their turn to appear at Old Bailey. No 
one had taken any intacst in tihem, they had no legal help, and the 
penalty they feced was death. Swallowing his private feelings agaiast 
Mr. Scaetary Dundas, who held, their fete in his hands, BoswcU 
began at once to besiege him vigorously in their bdialfi Ten months 
lata his unremitting labours bore fruit Mary Bryant, who had been 
returned with the othas to Newgate without trial to work out their 
sentences — ^the Government was in macdful mood — ^was released by 
Royal dcmency, extended six months, lata, afta fiirtha hard work by 
Boswell, to ha fellow-convicts as wdl. 

His endeavours for Mary Bryant were not finished yet. On being; 
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discharged from Newgate in May 1793 she took a respectable lodging 
in Little Titchfidd Street, and Boswell, setting about raising funds to 
help her, called ou Lord Chancellor Thurlow for this purpose one 
morning at breakfast-time in his house on the comer of King Street 
and St. James’s Square. The great man received him amiably and rang 
for more coffee, tea, and hot buttered toast, and Boswell, after accepting 
a compliment on his speech in a recent Lords* appeal, opened his case 
for Mary Bryant Thurlow, who had been so sympathetic over Dr. 
Johnson’s Italian holiday, refused to excite himself over the aflfairs of 
an obscure female convict. ‘Damn her blood, let her go to a day’s 
work,’ growled Lord Thurlow, munching his toast. After listening 
a litde longer he owned that Boswell was a persuasive advocate, 
promised a donation, and finally asked Boswell and Miss Veronica to 
dinner to meet the eldest of his daughters; an invitation which Boswell, 
who had strong feudal principles on die sodal aspects of bastardy 
and thought Chancellors of England should marry their mistresses, 
tactfully sidestepped. 

To conclude this afftir we may skip five months more and come to 
October, 1793, Boswdl has arranged at last that Mary Bryant shall 
return to Fowey, her Cornish home; her respectable parents, who have 
lately inherited some money, have agreed to receive her back kindly. 
After dimicr on October 12, accordingly, Boswell and his schoolboy 
son Jamie take a hackney-coach to Titchfidd Street. Later, while 
Jamie goes on to Dilly’s, his Ether takes Mary down to the Southwark 
wharf firom which her vessd, the Ann 'mA l^izaheth, is due to sail for 
Cornwall early next morning. Over a farewell howl of punch at a 
public-house on the wharf Boswdl makes the last arrangements, 
assuring her of a regular ten pounds a year as long as she behaves herself, 
‘being resolved’, he says in his diary, ‘to make it up to her myself 
in so far as subscriptions should fail’ 

Having taken her aboard, bidden her goodbye with ‘dneere good 
will*, and paid the captain her passage-money, Boswell returned home. 
He never saw Mary Bryant again, and there is no more news of her. 
A ycat later, as a letter of his firom Auchinlcck to his brother David in 
London reveals, be was already paying the whole ofher aimuity himself. 
Six months after that he was dead. 

The case of Mary Bryant demonstrates to what heights of practic^ 
Franciscan pity Boswell could rise towards die end of a Hfc 
intenidttendy douded by disappointment and despondency. That he 
had no ulterior motive is dear. “Whether a poor jailbird like; Mary 
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Bryant possessed any looks or not after her ordeals and her recent ten 
uiontlis in Newgate, she was certainly not. Boswell’s mistress; if she 
had been, he would have noted it automatically in his diary with his 
other passing amours, and, even more conclusively, he would never 
have dreamed of taking his fiftecn-ycar-^ld son, the Westminster boy, 
to call on her. His most suspicious critics have to admit that his 
behaviour in this case is pure altruism, or, as the civilised would say, 
pure Christian charity (caritas). Perhaps — ^who knows? — die Good 
Samaritan himself drank too much at times. 


4 

We return to the beginning of 1793. 

Forlorn as Auchinleck seemed to its Laird nowadays, dank and 
cold and melancholy as the Palladian &raily manor was with its many 
shuttered windows and its dust-sheets and its memories, the estate 
had a call on him this year wliich gave him a moment of pride and 
feudal pleasure. Old Mr. Joliu Dunn, die parish minister, his first 
tutor, to whom Lord Auchinleck had given the fitmily living, had 
died in the previous October. It was Boswell*s duty and privilege 
as laird to appoint or at least confirm the successor to a pastor lie had 
known all his life and had, to some extent, sympathised with on that 
dread occasion when Jove’s thunderbolt (*Sir, you know no more of 
our Church than a Hottentot !’) crashed on Mr. Dunn’s unfortunate 
wig. 

Informing Temple on February 26 that he is just about to start 
north by the Carlisle coach, Boswdl spreads his wings with serio-comic 
pomp. 

It is quite right that I should now go down. The choice of a minister to a 
worthy parish is a matter of very great importance, and I cannot be sure of the 
real wishes of the people without being present. Only think, Temple, how 
sedous a duty I am about to discharge I I, Jmnes Boswell jBjj. — ^ you know 
what vanity that name includes I — have promised to come down on purpose, 
and his Honour’s goodness is gratdSdly admowledged. Besides, I have several 
matters of cons^ucnce to my estate to adjust • . , 

He much dislikes the prospect of being alone, except for his house- 
keeper, Mw. Bruce, in 'that house where once I was so happy’, and 
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he intends, he says, to stay at Auchinleck only about three weeks, 
having to appear in a Lords’ appeal-case in April, when, in addition, 
the Second Edition of the Life is due for publication, continuing some 
valuable additional matter. Boswell’s qualifications for appointing a 
Presbyterian parish minister axe not obvious. It would seem that lus 
duty was merely to approve the choice of the kirk-session from the 
rival candidates who, as in AttU Licht Idylls, would cadi give the 
elders and congregation a sample of pulpit-oratory in turn, Boswell 
himself, though he would readily join in Presbyterian family prayers 
out of courtesy to a Hebridean host, and though he dutifully attended 
the parish kirk with his father when he and Dr. Johnson were at 
Auchinleck, deprecating Johnson’s refusal to countenance sectarian 
assemblies and advancing the theory tliat the Tlurty-Ninc Artidcs 
and the Westminster Confession are identical in doctrine (which must 
have infuriated some of his more implacable Scottish readers), liad no 
love for Calvinism and noticeably left it behind, like ‘Jed’, every time 
he recrossed the Border. Evid^tly he was nothing more than a 
figurehead during the election of his new parish minister, and the 
portentous flourish of his announcement to Temple is what bis age 
called ‘flam’, and intended for nothing else, diough some people insist 
on taking Boswdl seriously at all times. 

With this letter he sent his old fnend a packet of books and 
pamphlets which is such a. typical cross-section of the average 
cighteendx-<entury English hbrary that I cannot forbear setting down 
the list. It indudes Brumoy’s ThMtre des Grecs, a set of Thomtou’s 
Plautus (‘I forget the price— they arc above 4s.’), a printed sermon 
by the Bishop of St. David’s, Hay’s poems TIte Village and The 
Library, a Letter to Charles Jams Fox (‘redtoned the best pamphlet that 
has appeared for some time’), two recent numbers of The European 
Magazine (containing ‘your fidend’s’ autobiographical sketch, already 
noted), and ‘an excdlait little tract on Contentment, by Dr. Palcy.’ 
One might encounter almost this identical bundle, dusty, foxed, 
battered, tied with string, in any country town junk-shop today, 
jostling a corroded brass warming-pan, a riveted ‘Seve’ teapot, a 
pair of rusty horse-pistols, a boo^ack, and a faded colour-print of the 
Hero of Cdlodcn. 

Boswell himself was not reading much at home in the evenings 
nowadays. This excdlmt baHt would have saved him a nasty 
experience in the coming June. 
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Despite the cold and dreary weather, breakfast in the Blue Room 
overlooking the river at Strawberry Hill on June 12, 1793, must have 
been enlivened to some extent for the aged Lord Orford, as we should 
henceforth style Horace Walpole, by perusal of die previous nighds 
London Chronicle^ if his tyrannical Swiss valet, Colomb, had seen fit 
to bring it in with the tea-equipage. Raising to his lips a teacup of 
‘fine old white embossed Japanese china’, Lord Orford may have 
replaced it a moment with unsteady, chalkstoned fingers in order to 
study one particular news-item again more carefully. 

Last Wednesday night [said the Chronicle] as James Boswell, Esq., was return- 
ing home from the Qty, he was attacked in Titchficld-strcct, knocked down, 
robbed, and left lying in the street quite stunned, so that the villain got clear 
off. A gentleman happening to pass that way, with the assistance of die 
watchman and patrole, conducted him safe to his house in Great Pordand- 
strcct, when it was found he had received a severe cut on the back part of his 
head, and a contusion on both his arms ; he has ever since been almost constandy 
confined to his bed, with a considerable degree of pain and fever. 

Well, well, well, his lordship may have reflected, stroking his 
Disraeli-like profile and sipping his China tea by the fire. Johnson s 
zany in trouble at last, and not to be wondered at, indeed, considering 
his habits ! Perhaps this accident will increase the sales of his absurd 
and tedious book~who knows ? The pubHc is so sangrenu I 

Walpole’s most recent contact with Boswell, so for as I know, is 
mentioned in a letter to Miss Berry in May 1791. 

After the Doctor's death Burke, Sir Joshua Reynolds, and Boswell sent an 
ambling circular-letter to me, begging subscriptions to a monument for 
him— the two last, I think, impertinendy; as they could not but know my 
opinion, and could not suppose I would contribute to a monument for one 
who had endeavoured, poor soul I to degrade my fidend’s [Gray's] superlative 
poetry. I would not deign to write an answer; but sent down word by my 
footman, as I vmuld have done to parish-ofScers with a brief, that I would not 
subscribe. 

I take the haughty Walpole to represent contemporary anti- 
Boswdlism at its h^est, for Baretti and Gibbon, more open enemies, 
had not the same itch for scribbling their likes and dislikes in letters 
to half the world. Not that Walpole’s and Gibbon’s would be the only 
eyebrows raised in scorn or rnerrixnent at, BosweH^s misadventure. 
The London Chronicle was a twopenny evening paper published thrice 
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weekly, with a dreukrion of some 2,500 to 3,000,^ It appeared at 
most of the fashionable tea-tables, and I do not doubt that a few 
marked copies of the June 8-1 1 issue arrived in Ayrshire within a post 
or two. We may take it that Boswell had once more achieved that 
publicity he loved, though perliaps not exactly as he liked it. 

The mishap reported by the Chronicle had been a bad shaking for the 
victim, who, one fears, was a litde drunk at the time. He betook 
hi m sdf to his old confessor as usual a fortnight later. 

My dear Temple, — ^Behold my hatid I The robbery is only of a few shillings, 
but the cut on my head and the bruises on my arms were sad things, and 
confined me to bed, in pain and fever and helplessness, as a child, many days. 
By means of Surgeon EmIc and Apothecary Devayncs, I am now, thank God, 
pretty well. This however shall he a crisis in my life; I trust I shall henceforth 
be a sober, regular man. Indeed, my indulgence in wine has, of late years 
especially, been excessive , . , 

The old refrain. But he has really had a fright. 

Your suggestion as to my being carried offin a state of intoxication is awful. 
I thank you for it, my dear fiiend. It impressed me much, I assure you. 

Temple’s hint that his friend might die a sudden death while drunk 
was certainly an appalling thought, and by no means frmtasy. The 
London night was full of menace, as we have perceived. Footpads 
fractured a geudeman’s skuU in Soho in the same week that Boswell 
was held up. Everything was heavily against the victim of prowling 
thugs; the rare, dim oil lamps, the twisting alleys, the dark arches and 
byways, the few and generally fax-oif constables, who might he asleep, 
or drunk, or bad characters themselves, the absurd elderly nighb- 
watchmen hobbling along with lantern, staff, and ratde. Safe in bed in 
Great Portland Street and recovering from his shock, Boswell doubdess 
realised what may have been a lucky escape, for bis assailant might 
easily have cut his throat in a rage at his small takings, and got away 
undetected. Unlike Popish thugs, they would never give you time to 
say a prayer. 

Boswell’s firm intention this time to lead a more creditable life lasted 
as long as the others. Other hopes continued to flicker also, indomitably 
if intermittendy. Had he ever liked Goldsmith’s verse be might have 

* Dr. Johnson’s favourite newspaper. He wrote the firont page leadcr*i ;pr 
manifissto of policy, for its first uumt3cr, janu^ i, 1757. Boswdl givb the 
Chronicle a puff in the Life for ‘good senfo, accuracy, moderation, and ddkacy*, 
and says it was more read on foe Continent than any other Britifo joUimaL 
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remembered, without pleasure, some lines from The Captivity which 
well fitted his case. 

To the last moment of his breath 
On Hope the wretch relics. 

And even the pang preceding death 
Bids Expectation rise . . . 

Writing in July to thank James Abercrombie of Philadelphia, an 
ardent admirer of the L//e, for copies of two letters from Dr, Johnson 
to American friends, Boswell expresses a great desire to visit the United 
States, now ten years old. ‘I once flattered mysdf he adds wistfully, 
‘that I should be sent thidier in a station of some importance*, reminding 
us that we have somehow overlooked one more than usually exciting 
‘rise of expectation*. It was a brief but dazzling one. Returning with 
Boswell from Lord Lonsdale’s house in a hackney-coach one December 
night four years before, Governor Richard Penn mentioned the 
possibility of an appointment, already urged in his behalf by Lonsdale 
on Pitt, as Ambassador to the United States. Hardly were the words out 
of his mouth before Boswell jovially remarked that his Excellency 
would need a good First Secretary. Certainly, agreed the genial Penn. 

Well, in that case ? Why, of course I Sure ! As the coach rumbled 

up Bond Street they shook hands delightedly on it, and that night 
Boswell confided to his diary: *This was ati opening for me into the 
New World J How many weeks this new dream l^ted I cannot discover. 
The ambassadorship failed to materialise. There will be an even mote 
enticing dream to dazzle the diplomat Boswdl before long. 

Meanwhile, bored by yet another briefless circuit and looking round 
for diversion, he toyed for a time, as we learn from a letter to his fiicnd 
Andrew Gibb, widi the possibility of visiting the front in Flanders, 
where a British army under the Duke of York was attacking the 
French in conjunction with an Austrian army under the Prince of 
Cobui^. Eady this year Pitt’s desperate efforts to keep the peace had 
broken down and he had become, in the mouth of every Jacobin, 
Yemmi du genre humaiiu The year 1793 had started ominoudy for the 
Rcpuhlic with Dumouricz* defeat and desertion at Nccrwinden, 
followed swiftly by the fall of the strong-points of Condd, Mayence, 
and Valenricnnea, with their garrisons. Byjuly British G.H,Q. was at 
Valenciennes, and it was here that Boswell proposed to visit the 
victorious army, for fri those easy days sUch visits, given the necessary 
influence, were a matter of course. While he was stfll considering 
which strings to pull a more immediate and practicable military diver- 
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,sion presentcci itself. As a sort of prelude lie made Bciuict Laugton, 
a major in the Royal Nordi Liucolnsliirc Militia, now undergoing 
annual training, invite him to Warlcy Camp, as he had invited Dr. 
Johnson in 1778 and 1783. 

It is tempting but unfair to dismiss Pitt’s Militia, viewed tlirough 
contemporary eyes, as a comic predecessor of the Home Guard of 
1939-44. If the Trained Bands of London v^ere a traditional joke to 
the Cockney — there is a passage in The London Spy making robustious 
play with a company on parade in Westrninstcr Palace Yard and the 
antics of ‘so many Greasie Cooks^ Tutkiellied Lick^piggots, and fat 
wheezing Butchers f sweating in their BuffDoublets, under the Command 
of some Fieryfacd Brewer, whose GudgeUGut was hoop’d in with a 
Golden Sash’^ — ^tbere is plenty of evid^ice that the military value of 
Pitt’s Militia many years later was far from negligible, though it 
varied, as with the late Home Guard, according to the keenness and 
efficiency of battalion and company commander. 

Like Captain Edward Gibbon (retired), Major Langton took his 
soldiering seriously, and the annual training at Warley seems not to 
have been chiefly an excuse for banquets Hke the one given by the 
wealthy officers of the Sussex Militia at the Old Ship tavern, Brighton, 
in 1779, at which Mrs, Thrale, Fanny Bumey, Arthur Murphy, and 
the Bishop of Peterborough were guests. Like Gibbon, also, Langton 
specialised in musketry, and Johnson’s remark in 1778 diat ‘the men 
indeed do load their muskets and fire with wonderful celerity’ may 
liave been embodied in more ofiicial kngus^e. The obvious difficulty 
with Pitt’s Militia was the enforcement of discipline. Drunken, 
slovenly, and stupid files on parade, lack of proper care of arms and 
equipment, routine duties shirked or badly performed, a tendency to 
poultry and waste ammunition, and occasional insubordination 
were amou^ the problems most commanding officers had to fece. 

Had the Militia ever been called upon to rc^cl invasion it would 
doubtless have acquitted itsdf as valorously as the raw French levies 
at Wattignies* Meanwhile, like the Home Guards it rendered invaluable 
assistance to the Army by releasing regular troops for operations 
abroad, and the three years’ service for which tnilidaTnen. were drawn 
by ballot, with every trick the ballot can imply, did the rank-and-file 
no harm, Asfbrthdrofficers, what many of tibni lacked in dSBacncy 

^ Johnson was drawn by ballot fat the Trained Bands tirctf 1757 and provided 
Iiirasdf with musket and sword, thou^ never called on to serve* 
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and zeal was more tlian compensated by the bright scarlet and gold lace 
of the uniform, the kneeboots, laced hat, sash, and sword, which made 
the amateur indistinguishable at a distance from the real article. Mr. 
Pitt’s gentlemen did great execution, if contemporary caricatures are 
any guide, among Britain’s admiring fair, and occasionally conducted 
affairs of honom with quite professional spirit. I find in The GentleniarCs 
Magazine for May 1760 the report of a candle-light duel in Manchester, 
of all places, which is the essence of every stagc^lud in romantic 
comedy. A Mryor Glover of the Lancashire Militia, finding himself 
smack^ jovially on the back by a Mr. Jackson, an apothecary, in the 
playhouse, retorted in kind with such vigour that they adjourned 
forthwith to an adjacent tavern, ordered lights and a bottle in an upper 
room, and fell to with their swords. Within five minutes Mr. Jackson 
was run through and died, taking the blame and forgiving the My'or. 
One cannot help feeling tliat such a correct and brisk aJBfair, reflectmg 
honotir on the whole corps ofHerren Offiziere of Pitt’s Militia, may have 
infused an extra touch of swagger into their general deportment. 

It seems that Warley Camp in the fickle July of 1793 was a 
disappointment Susceptible as any Kaffir or Bel&t Orangeman to 
the heady drug of screaming pipes and well-banged drums, Boswell 
was perhaps too old now to feel that impulse, once confessed to 
Johnson, to rush into the firay, when the military music started and lay 
down his life for the House of Hanover. He also caught a cold. 
Whatever the reason, he tired of the tented field within a couple of 
weeks and dashed back to London, as a gaily apologetic letter to 
Langton dated July 24 reveals. Its peroration is pure triple-extract of 
BoswdL *0 London 1 London! there let me be; there let me see my 
fiien d s; there a fair chance is given of pleasing and being pleased!’ 
And he adds vaguely, 1 hesitate as to Valendemics.’ Perhaps the 
scadet magic which had so excited him in the i7<5o^s had faded; 
perhaps it was turning out difficult to pull those strings. 

He need not regret the Valenciennes project unduly. The year still 
hdd plenty of opportunity of ^pleasing and being pleased^ 
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Mark this year how the inspissated gloom (according to the rhetors) 
of Boswell’s dedine is lit up ever and anon by the twinkling, fitful 
coloured lamps of hope and respite, like every other htunan existence. 

"We have just seen him flying in boredom from "Warley Camp back 
to London- He is due immediately, one would say, for one of those 
familiar black spells of melancholia, brooding over his briefless desk 
in Chambers, brooding in Court, brooding at table, brooding over the 
newspapers, brooding in bed- Is het Within a week we find him at 
Eton, jaunty, welcome, basking in appredation, thrilled with childlike 
and pardonable satisfaction at his conquest of England’s leading public 
school and the cachet of Eton’s approval, and complacently presenting 
his friends the Provost, the Head Adaster, and the Under Master with 
copies of the Second Edition of the Life (‘which’, he remarks with 
gusto to Sandie, ‘goes off wonderfully well’.) Ho wfll later make the 
same present, in Jamie’s behalf, to die Head and Under Master of 
Westminster, but with less of a glow. Floreat Etom is engraved on 
Boswell’s heart long since. 

One or two more interesting lights and darks may be noted as the 
year 1793 wanes. In September he enjoyed for a few days, and for the 
last time, the company of his dear Temple, who had come up to 
take his son John James to Eton, and on the 19th he gave a dinner- 
party for his host of Paris days. Father Alexander Gordon, Rector of 
the Scots Collie, whom he had not seen for many years. Father 
Gordon was now an htigri, the Scots Collie having been suppressed, 
with every other seminary, tdigious house, oratory, and church in 
Paris, by the Jacobins and turned into a prison.^ His conversation seems 
to have charmed Temple, who was also present, equally with Sir 
Christopher Hawkins, one of Boswell’s recent Cornish acquaintances, 
for all riiree travelled down to the West together a week kter- 

Early in October, as the glow of conducting Mary Bryant’s case to a 
succes^ conclusion Aided, news of the suicide of Andrew Erskhie, 
Lord Kellie’s son, that ebullient companion and correspondent of his 

1 Sainb-Just was ijnprisemBd here for a &w hoon dating Iliemiidot. In x8oo 
the College was given back to the Scots priesthood. Under Lovds-Phllippe, 
its function having come to an end, it became an irtstitution Ukt, and h hk 
served as an orphanage. ' 
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youth, gave Boswell a painful slaock; but this sorrow passed, like auy 
other. At Covent Garden one evening about a week later, seated close 
to die orchesti-a and delighting as ever in the gaieties of anodier revival 
of Tlw Beggar's Opera, he found the ancestral Charles Macklin by his 
side, remarking between the acts tliat he, Macklin, had played in 
Gay’s piece ‘when it first came out’; a remark Boswell records widi 
poUte dubiety. No doubt at the age of 103 the old gendeman’s memory 
was not what it had been. I do not find his name with that of Walker 
(Machcath) and Lavinia Fenton (Polly) in the original cast of 1721), 
when Macklin was 39. 

Not long afterwards BoswcU liimsclf was playing juvenile lead in a 
traditional romantic comedy-scene (*. . . Don Juan, by Mr. Boswbix. 
Act I, Sc. I, a Church in Seville’) with all his youthful brio. Aldiough 
he certainly never went to church, like the Don, simply to quiz 
chance-encountered beauties, 

... las donias, 

Las que van guapas y ftcscas, 

he was as susceptible as any Pepys to charms which might impinge 
there on his firequcndy-wandcring eye. So liavhig remarked, during 
High Mass at the Spanish Embassy Chapd .on Sunday morning, 
November 10, a strikingly attractive divote who looked to him like a 
foreign actress or an Opera dancer, behold Don Jaitpe Boswell, after 
Mass pacing disacedy bclmd the fair unknown and her, duenna all 
the way from Spanisii Place to Thomhaugh, now Hundey, Street, 
Bloomsbury, noting the house. No. 5, into which they vanished, and 
resolving to make inquiries in the neighbourhood. He never did so, 
but I think he tripped homewards after this episode humming a, tunc, 
with his foolish fiiU of moonlight and guitars. 

Such coloured interludes do, not brighten every day, naturally. 
Melancholy and restlessness oppress this mercurial fellow, as winter 
doses in, for longer .periods dW they used, 'Much altered,. for the 
worse*, noted Iiis fnend Farington in October. His evenings at honie, 
however infrequent, are becoming tedious; he is dreading middWged 
soHtude and , needing more congenial company at table than, that of 
two loved, but often irritating daughters. , A h^-comic, halfipathetic 
di^-note of late September records that he had just dined with the 
EmI of I^hiquin, later Marquis of' Thomo'nd, and his' Kindsoinc 
dbuntess, nie Mary Palmer— mece and Kdress to Sir Joshp^ R.^blds, 
who left her ^40,000 (diere is a fine Downman ppr, trait of her, in a 
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private collection) — after cncounterix^ their chariot that day by chance. 
Being engaged to go to the play after dinner, his host and hostess left 
their unhappy guest dithering vaguely in the street, *just warmed with 
wine’, witih nowhere to go. Boswell solved this particular evening’s 
problem hy going home to bed at 6.45 in disgust. ‘Strange kind of 
Life’, he reflects, recording it. 

There is another slice of almost similar pathos a litdc later, with a 
happier ending. He describes hhnsdf standing dejectedly on a 
December afternoon in the courtyard of St James’s Palace, staring into 
the chilly gathering dusk, listening to the great clock striking half-past 
four, utterly desolate. He iiad walked slowly from Great Portland 
Street, hoping to meet a dinner-companion on the way. As he returned 
dismally up St. James’s Street, knowing it was now too late, a friendly 
voice hail^ Iiim. It was the voice of Lord Eardlcy. Boswell was 
saved. ' 

Sampson, first and last Baron Eardley in the peerage of Ireland, now 
in his fifties, is an intercstiiig figure. His frthcr, the amiable and 
powerful Sampson Gideon, king of the Money Market, a Portuguese 
Jew, had financed a couple of Prime Ministers and raised a million- 
pound loan to get the Government over the Jacobite scare of 1745. 
Though the elder Gideon never changed his frith, he married a 
Protestant and had his children brought up in that religion. His only 
son Sampson, created a baronet at age of eleven for his frther’s 
services and raised to the peerage in 1789, having married meanwhile 
the daughter of Chief Justice Sir John Eardley Wilinot, is, I believe, die 
first semi-aHen of Jewish blood to achieve a British barony, though 
there were numbers of immensely wealthy and eligible Jewisli finan- 
, ders, moneylcriders, and merchants, German, Spanish, and Portuguese, 
in die City at this period^ apart from one or two opulent Jewish 
physid^ like Meyer Schomberg.*^ 

Altogether there were some 20,000 Jews in London at this time. 
The- inky gentlemen who compiled the Newgate Calendar indulge in 
rather sour comment oil the case of four Jews hanged at Tyburn in 
1771 for robbery and murder, accusing the lower orders of -London 
Jewry of practising regular peijury for hire (‘cheap as Jew bail’ w« a. 
current saying), dreukting base money, reedvirtg stolen, goods, 
corrupting servants, and other Fagiricaque activities, doafced by ^ 
traditional traffic in old clothes and miscellaneous rubbish. But c^pt 

^ Hawldns (Life of Johtuon) estimates Sdiombexg*s income" at £4,doo a year. 
He discarded the synagogue at the of Hs caredt.’ ' * ‘ 
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for the four rnminals mentioned above, Jews figure in the Calendar 
hardly at aU, fiora which one may deduce that, as Johnson said of 
Steele, they chiefly practised the lighter vices. The iiifluence of great 
money-lenders like Gideon and Isaac Fernandez Silva at the St. 
James’s, or what Svnft calls the hither-end, of town was of course 
considerable, as in any age, and they were indispensable in the politics 
of the period, as Wilkes’s heavy dealings with them reveal I cannot 
find any trace of Boswell’s ever having ‘gone to the Jews’, hard up 
as he constantly was, and his fiicndship with Lord Eardley had no 
mercenary strings. Eardley, a highly cultivated and agreeable man, 
had long since made a position for himself in the arrogant and dosely- 
fenced London society of the eighteenth century. 

A few days alter dining with Lord Eardley BoswcU enjoyed himself 
in a vasdy difierent world, dining at the hospitable table in Red Lion 
Square, Bloomsbury, of Charles Butler, the leading English Catholic 
layman of his time. Boswell bad met Butler recently at Dilly’s, with the 
btinker-poet Samuel Rogers. A little nervous at first of ‘so well- 
inform^ and shrewd a man’, he fell quickly under the spell of a 
debonair and somewhat imperious personality. Butler, a connoisseur 
of poetry and a devout Johnsonian, was nephew to Dr. Alban Butler 
the hagiologist and a lawyer of some erudition, with a notable work on 
Coke-upon-Litdeton, one or two odier legal treastises, and a biography 
of Erasmus to his pen. Like every other lawyer of his religion, race, 
and period he had been forced, afier leaving the English College at 
Douay, to practise ‘under the, Bar’, till the Act of 1791 enabled him 
to be called at the age of 41; the first call for a Catholic lawyer since 
1688.^ He is notable for his achievements as secretary to the Committee 
formed by a group of nobility and gentry in 178a ‘to manage 
tic publick aflahs of the Catholidb of this Kingdom’. With vigorous 
efficiency and urbane shrewdness Butler, combined strong unobtrusive 
piety and a bull-headed Anglo-Saxon, or perhaps GaUican, capacity 
for opposition to his co-leader. Bishop Milner of the Midland District, 
during that difiicult period of disa^cement on policy when two 
commanding independent minds clashed like rapiers. 

Boswell, who stayed on for a &mily supper, reports good vsine, 
fiaod, and talk at Buder’s dinner-table, whm the eminent lawyer 
Segeant Marshall was present. Later in the , evening the /rtiigr/ Bishop 
of P&agotd, ‘a lively litde Frenchman*, joined them. Oiie could wish, 
for Boswdl’s sake and our own, that it h^ been his b rillian t and 

* Me became a King’s Counsd in 183a. . • 
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wayward lordship of Autun instead; but Talleyraud-P^rigord, who 
had already apostasized and been cxcomniunicatcd by Pius VI, and 
did not return to his rdigion till he lay dying nearly half a c^itury 
later, woxdd be no guest of Charles Butler’s during his brief London 
period as the Republic s envoy. Of that very small proportion of the 
French clergy who managed to emigrate to England firom the Terror, 
Boswdl seems to have known and helped at least one priest existing 
by giving French lessons. The majority of the imigrds in Holy Orders 
taught Latin or French, lived on Catholic charity, or discreetly starved. 
A few were able to serve the new Catholic parishes, chiefly in London. 
In that still unharmed late^ghtecnth-century backwater, Holly Place, 
Hampstead, a Htde church with a facade of unaltered simplicity and 
grace remembers one of these exiles, the Abb6 Morel. 

So 1793 unrolled to its end, leaving Boswdl no more unhappy or 
happy on balance than any of its predecessors. The Life was still 
selling briskly, the Mary Bryant aflfair had aflforded him much 
benevolent activity and gratification, and he had had a long, ciyoyable 
quarrd in print with Miss Anna Sewaxd, the poetess, known to her 
admire as the Swan of Lichfidd, A footnote in Malone s third 
edition of theXi^ refers any reader hungry for details to The Gentlemans 
Magazine, Vols. LDI-IIV. A su m mary may amuse. 

The squabble centred round Verses to a Lady, on receiving from her a 
Sprig of Myrtle, composed by Johnson at Lichfidd in his youth. Miss 
Seward, a typically self-suificient and overbearing literary spinster, 
described by Miss Mtford as *a sort of Dr. Darwin in petticoats’, had 
informed Boswell, while he was collecting material concerning 
Johnson’s early Lichfidd days, that she knew die exact circumstances. 
Her written assurance was emphatic enough to convince anyone. 

I hnow those verses were addressed to Lucy Porter, when he [Johnson] 
was enamoured of her in his boyish days, two or three years before he had 
seen her mother, his fiiturc wife. He wrote them at my grandfedicr’s, and 
gave them to Lucy in the presence of my mother , . . She u^ to repeat them 
to me . . . We all know honest Lucy Porter to have been Incapable of (he 
mean vanity of applying to hcisdf a compliment not intended for her.. 

Boswell duly printed Miss Seward’s information, , which flatly 
contradicted the verrion given.by Mrs. T!hrdhe,m^ accord- 

ing to which Johnson told Mrs. Thrale that he wrote the versesrin , 
five minutes for his J&icnd EdiniBbid Hector tq gjve son^ne dbeTor 
a girl he courted’. For once Mrs, Thraje tuined.out to be accurate. 
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Hettor himself confirmed this to Boswell in January 1794, having 
discovered die original manuscript of the verses by accident. They 
had been given by him. Hector, to a Mr. Morgan Graves for his lady- 
love in 1731, Johnson being a complete stranger to the Porter family at 
the time. Summing up The Gentleman's Magazine controversy, Mr. 
Hector had a parting shot for Miss Seward. 

If you intend to convince this obstinate woman, and to exhibit to the 
pubUck the truth of your narrative, you are at liberty to make what use you 
please of this statement. 

This annoyed die Swan of Lichfield considerably. She had been 
siiffidendy furious with Mr. Boswell already, for a footnote in the 
Life treated with polite irony licr ‘beautifully imagined’ reflections on 
a story of the in^t Johnson's composing a four-hne poem on a dead 
duck at the age of three, a fentasy derived firom Lucy Porter. Miss 
Seward’s prophetic variations on the dead duck theme, in flowing 
high-soulcd prose, had afforded her considerable satisfaction, and her 
resentment was acrid. I would not recommend anyone desirous of 
entertainment to disturb the dusty files of The Gentleman's Magazine 
on her account. As Max Beerbohm has truly said, an author with a 
grievance is of all God’s creatures the most tedious, and Miss Seward, 
who was fiu: firom attractive, one gathers, in her most pleasing mood, 
had a very big grievance indeed, having supplied Mr. Boswell with 
‘several sheets of paper’ containing what she considered to be priceless 
information. Boswell’s retorts a&ct a strain of heavily poHtc waggery 
almost as tiresome as the Swan of Lichfield’s song. 

He was also engaged over the latter half of this year in preparing the 
Third Edition of the Life, with further valuable new nratter. In the 
preface to the Second Bhtion, which had come out on July i, he uttered 
that famous boast which was relatively true; ‘I have Johnsonised the 
land; and I trust they will not only talk, but think, Johnson.’ A h'st of 
Corrections and Additions to the First Edition was publislied simul- 
taneously with the Second. The Lifi was tccogni^ already as a 
master-work. I find it impossible to believe that in his darkest depths 
of depression henceforth Boswell could forget this entirely. 

, He saw 1793 out at last, most cnjoyably, at a great Royal Academy 
banquet hdd on New Year’s Eve to celebrate the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of its fomidation. George III was actively interested, 
there was considerable fuss over the preparations, and Boswell, as 
Secretary for Foreign Correspondence, took a full share in the debates 
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and ntadc (says Fariugtou) at least one very good speech. The company 
was brilliaHt and the dinner, which included woodcock, asparagus, 
and champagne, admirable. The only flaw in the evening’s entertain- 
ment, from the Boswellian standpoint, was due to the musical 
enthusiasm of Benjamin West, the reigning President and the only 
American, so far, to hold that office. After the loyal toasts a harpsichord 
was dragged into the middle of the banqueting-hall, forcing several of 
the company to give up thdr scats, atid a regular recital bej^ with a 
concerto by three of the leading musical artists of the day, Cramer, 
Sliidd, and Borghi, stopping all conversation and upsetting Boswell 
and the other thrce-botde men, ‘the Grenadiers', as a merry R.A. 
called them, considerably. However, after the musicians and the 
fashionables had departed Boswell stayed on to supper with an intimate 
half-dozen and welcomed in 1794 with bumpers, getting home none 
the worse (he says). 

And so we come to the last full year of James Boswdl’s life. 


6 

There is, or was, a Borgia Legend. Owir^ to the amiable habit of 
historians of copying from each other, it has taken some 400 years to 
explode, Fundc-Brentano cleared the name of poor little golden 
Lucrezia, perhaps the most slandered figure in history, with impeccable 
evidence a few years ago, Alexander VI' has quite recently imdc^nc 
sdentffic and surprising rehabilitation at the hands of a free-thinking 
Italian scholar, Oreste Ftaara, and bullnecked Cesare's turn is doubtless 
coining. Today it is plain that the anti-Borgia libels of contemporary 
pampldetecrs and J)enny-a-liners, on which the consecrated Borgia 
Legend was built, are almost pure fiction. 

Thotjgh the BoswcU Legend, with which we ate now firmly 
familiar, is not quite so rococo, its climax is likewise fantasy to a large 
extent Strong and upright men judging a weak, deplorable- character 
have allowed the inexorable sanctions, of Greek drama to sway them 
imperceptibly, I think. For forty years Boswell dtinb too much, is top 
fond of women, is mentally unstable, notoriously given to hypor, 
chondria, and a relative failure. He should therefbre justly decline iiito 
a huddled alcoholic wreck brooding over a wasted lifr, , 'hripritissi 
despised, diseased, a warning to all. I myself was tempfed, 
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dtim sapmtiae consultus erro, to accept this appropriate finale until I 
thc Ishaiii documents for a more intimate view of inevitable 
deliquescence. Disconcertingly, enough Boswell reveals hi m self, to 
the firinl entry in his diary, as the Boswell we liave known aU along; 
gay and gloomy, resolving and backsliding, drunk and sober, 
occasionally — though very rarely nowadays — slipping into lechery, 
groping desperately after better things, haunting church and tavern 
alike, hoping and dre amin g; ridden, perhaps, a trifle oftener nowadays 
by the old black mental nightmare, but still able to shake it off; and — 
which is notable — dining out almost nightly, generally with the kind 
of hosts who would never have tolerated the BosweU of the legend. 

His sprightly social versatility in these last fifteen months of his life 
continues, in feet, to be remarkable. To be the wdeome guest within 
a few days of a Jewish peer and a Catholic leader argues at least that 
one's easy good-breeding and conversational gifts have not waned to 
any extent. Nor is Boswell any less of a public figure, in his own way. 
Sharing a haikncy-coach with Benjamin West, P.R.A., on the way to 
dine at the Royal Academy Club in Gerrard Street one evening this 
January, he was ddighted to hear that the King had put a fuigcr on 
one of the signatures to the recent loyal anniversary address firom 
the Academy, with the laughing remark, ‘BosweU writes a very good 
hand for a Scotchman I’ I do not know if this document is preserved. 
Is it possible that thc signature was shaky, like a certain example in the 
literary Club’s attendance-book f Or was the Royal laugh called forth 
simply by that liking for the quaint Scots chatterbox which so many 
of George IH’s subjects shared ? 

There is further evidence of BoswcU’s continuing social status in 
his presence in March of this year, 1794, at the table of Dr. Beilby 
Porteous, Bishop of London, that courteous prelate of whom 
Thackeray remarks that his tears over George II’s grave won him 
George IB’s lawn. 

Dr. Porteous’ odser guests at Lambeth Palace that evening were 
Bennet Langton, Jacob Bryant, the antiquary, and the Rev. Clayton 
Cracherode, the classical scholar, bibliophile, and collector of rare 
editions of the classics, who left a library valued at ^,^40,000 to the 
British Museum, of which he was a trustee. Boswcdl had met Dr. 
Porteous, then Bishop of Chester, at Langton’s table as fer back as 
1778, and had been his guest once or twice already. There is no hint 
in his brief diary-note that anything resembling an orgy took place 
on this present occasion. It waS the kind of dinner-party a wealthy 
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bishop usually gives. One may picture a background of dignified 
opulence: lawnsleeved portraits against dark oak panelling; soft 
candle-light gleaming on massy silver candelabra, plate, and cudery; 
sober-liveried menservants gliding over diick carpets under the eye of 
an impressive majordomo in black or purple with a huge cauliflower 
periwig, hke Mr. Peten, butler to the Rev. Dr. Taylor; an even flow 
of m^ow conversation. Bryant was noted for a quiet humour, 
Cracherode was the mildest of scholars, Langton die leart turbulent of 
men, Portcous the most polished of prelates, even when expressing 
his antagonism to Catholic emancipation. The talk at the Bishop’s 
table, unperturbed by whoopings, noisy jests, or song, and undefiled 
by IcwdniMs, would be the exact antithesis of that Boswell had eiyoyed 
two evenings previously at the table of Jack Wilkes, where some joUy 
fellows, including the head keeper of the wild animals at the Tower, 
the predecessor of the London Zoo, were present, and Boswell got 
very drunk. 

He docs not describe the dinner at Lambeth. If he had Men back- 
wards ofThis chair, or talked too loudly, or spilled wine fi;om a shaking 
glass, or disgraced himsdf in any way, he would have recorded it, as he 
always did. I deduce <hat his b^aviour was perfect and that he kept his 
end up, as we say nowadays, &ultlessly; for if he was no great scholar 
he loved letters deeply and was an amusing talker and an admirable 
listener. My conclusion from this dinner-party, among so much other 
evidence, is that the Boswell of the coloured lantern-slides, the broken 
wreck drinking himself to death, is pure imagination. Mental and 
physical ravages of the kind he is credited with in some quartets during 
these two closing years could not he disguised, and one cannot see 
Langton taking a kind of JMr. DoUs^ to dine at Lambeth. 

This point conceded, I trust, we may note without undue surprise 
that the very next evening afterwards, at the Freemasons’ Tavern in 
Great Queen Street, Boswell dined and wined copiously— his own 
word-^in the jovial company of Richard Penn, Sic John Honeywood, 
a couple of Guardees, and some other good Mows, That this revd 
was a reaction firom the strain of episcopal guesthood I do not doubt; 
but the Mt still remains that Bosw^ was suitable, to the very end, to 
any kind of company, and that, like Bismarck, he drank' but was: not a 
drunkard. 

The year 1794 had opened agreeably enougL At tending Chelmtfo td 

^ Our Mituat FHeni. ' ■ ' ■ 
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Sessions tlxc tliird week in January and supping with the Bar, Boswell 
went on to visit Langton, whose Militia regmxcnt was exercising m 
tlie neighbourhood. Having watched manoeuvres and dined with 
Langton he returned to town for a very special eng^ement, which I 
cannot view unmoved, so evocative is it of the long-vanished golden 
age of tlte English Inn. With Richard Penn and a few other hand- 
picked guests Boswdl dined on February 4 at the London Tavern, 
Bisliopsgate, widi its celebrated landlord, Mr. Bleaden, once a waiter 
at White’s. The London Tavern has long since been replaced by the 
less hospitable Royal Bank of Scotland. It was an imposing builing, 
erected in X768 on the site of an earlier tavern from the designs of 
Richard Jupp; in its basement West Indian turtles swam in tanks of 
sea-water, awaiting their green and glutinous destiay in the mutinous 
paunches of the City Livery companies, most of whom feasted there. 
Its kitchens and cellar had a reputation far beyond the City. 

From a bill of fare to make a modem gourmet cry with frustration 
Mr. Bleaden’s guests selected ‘exquisite beefsteaks’, game, an ‘Omlet’, 
and pastry, washed down with Madeira, sherry, old hock, burgundy, 
champagne, and port. Long before the end of an evening of song and 
merriment Boswell had passed out, in the modem idiom, waking next 
morning from 'total oblivion’ to find himself in bed at Great Portland 
Street 

This same week his kind heart set him a tedious task once more. 
Three imlgris dined with him and his brother David on February 6; 
the Abbd Esnard, whom BosweE was hdping apparently to obtain 
French lessons, a Vicomte d’Alzon, and a Chevalier de Ficulieux, 
Two days later a message imploring help came to Boswell from the 
Vicomte and the ChevaHer. They had both been arrested, wrongfully, 
as it turned out, for debt at a tailor’s suit and carried off to a sponging- 
house, hdpless in a strange land. After a deal of trouble Boswell was 
able to get them released. ‘Much satisfred with my bencvoleut exer- 
tions’, he advised the Vicomte, for the honour of British Law, to bring 
an action for felsc imprisonment. , 

Aether gratification eased his troubles this month. Confiding his 
evetUooming usiium viUe to his benevolent, authoritative fdend 
Joseph Farington, RA,, the landsc^e-painter, known as the Dictator 
of the Academy, after a 'joyous sockl day’, he was greatly cheered to 
be told he had no real reason to complain and that his TOm'firf*!; for his 
children’s sake wero most laudable, as indeed, they were. In a tnommi: 
of critical self^ocamination afterwards ,hc set down in his diary his 



VBA'XB TOY 


l&J 

chief cause for repining, which was plainly his thwarted hopes of 
attaining to consequence and wealth for his family’s sake. On the other 
hand, he notes, he could soothe himself with ‘my fame as a "Writer* and 
with hopes in due coune by careful management to pay off his debts 
and enlarge tlie Aucbinlcck estates. To indulge such hopes while living 
for preference more than four hundred miles away may seem curious, 
hut Auchinlcck was wdl managed, and Boswdl never rdaxed control. 
By the time the estate came to Sandic its income had, in fact, nearly 
doubled. 

He penetrated into another fescinating new world this March, when 
Richard Penn gave a large, practically all-American dinner-party 
for the United States Minister, Thomas Pinckney. Pinckney, ex- 
Govemor of South Carolina and a typical Southern aristocrat, was 
among those leaders of the American Revolution who had close 
British ties, a cosmopolitan culture, and a strong distaste for democracy. 
A sound Greek scholar of Westminster School and Christ Church, 
Oxford, he had been called to the Bnglish Bar before going to 
France to study strat^y and tactics at the Royal Military 
Academy, Caen. Returning home to fight for the Revolution, he 
was severely womded and taken prisoner by the British at Camden, 
New Jersey. His appointment by "Washington as Minister to the Court 
of St. James’s in 179a was therefore almost inevitable. One fiids it 
would have done Dr. Johnson a world of good to have been among 
Penn’s guests that evening, for the Doctor, though officially an 
impossible jingo on the American question, was not implacable. His 
ritual roarings of ‘traitors’ and ‘rebel dogs’ had changed to gratified 
purrs on at least one occasion, when the Americans cetumed good for 
evil by printing Rasselas, and his letters to American admirers are 
politeness itself. 

This some month a dinnex at the literary Club provoked Boswell, 
not for the first time in rccesnt years, to yawns. The other members 
present were the Duke of Le^s, Lord Spencer, Lord Lucan, Dr. 
Burney, and Windham, ■ ‘It vpas not as in the days of Johnson; 1 drank 
liberally.’ Three serious peers at table with no Johnson to inspire and 
rule the conversation may have been a trifle oppressivei dnd' Bo^ell 
seems to have left most of foe talk to fhe ofom. He had anofoet 
House ofLords appeal on his mind. Perhaps he was foenfially rehearsing 
foe speech he d^ered ip Stewart v, Nevwfoam, ‘suffiaifody 
in the week following. A little, afterwards, quite ;suddenly, amhitioti 
leaped and flamed wildly. He perceived Corsia .(»• be ia ncedi;of,him 
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again, and wc can sympathise with him. His great opportunity seemed 
to have come at last. 

Much had happened in Corsica since the national hero’s return in 
1790, amid the affectionate enthusiasm of his fellow-countrymen, as 
Governor and Lieutenant-General imdcr the French Monarchy. 
Following the triumph of the Terror and the execution of Louis XVI, 
Paoli had come up sharply gainst the fanatic island Jacobins, whose 
militant atheism and windy bragging and bloodlust he naturally could 
not endure. The majority of Corsicans shared their Governor’s 
antagonism, and clashes became frequent. In May 1793 Paoli was 
denounced to the Convention in Paris and ordered to appear at its bar 
forthwith. He at once summoned the island Cortes and proclaimed 
Corsica in rebellion, not against France, hut against the dominant 
terrorist clique. The Convention replied a month later by pladug him 
hors la hi, and dvil war immediately broke out in the island, widi the 
turbulent and powerful Buonaparte clan, following the example of 
its most celebrated member, on the J^obin side. In the next year 
Paoli, newly elected President and hard pressed, appealed, after 
expelling a number of Buonapartes, to London. A strong British force 
Was despatched, Corsica was reduced and occupied, and the President 
and Cortes ofiered the island to the British Crown. 

It is at this pbint that Mr. Boswell of Auchinleck, scanning the 
newspapers excitedly and hearing that a British administration for 
Corsica is to be set up, writes eagerly to Dundas, Secretary of State, 
on March 17 recalling his, Boswell’s, long and intimate friendship 
with President Paoli and his well-known connection with Corsica 
and leading Corsicans in the past, and offering the Government his 
services as British Minister or Commissioner.^ 

Dundas’ long Scotch upper lip curled, doubtless, as he Hipped this 
communication aside. (That gomcral again 1 ) The ensuing appoint- 
ment of Sir Gilbert Elliot,, first Earl of Minto, as Viceroy of Corsica 
inflicted a slight not only on Boswdl, which was not very important, 
but. on Paoli, which was; for Elliot on arrival select^ P0220 di 
Borgo as his principal adviser, and Paoli’s position became diffcult 
Ihe British Government solved this problem in due course by inviting 
Paoli to return to England as its guest; arid though the news caused 
immediate riots all over the idand, Paoli, riow in his seventieth year, 
weary with age, inhibited by courts and patriotism alike from any 
desite to make trouble, acquiesced with dignity. Arriving in England 

* He showed the letter befbtehatid to Sit John Pick, who approved it. 
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shortly after Boswell’s death, he resumed his Government pension and 
his pl^ in London society and died, fiiU of years and honour, in 1807, 
one of the noble figures of history, as his adversary Napoleon admitted. 
It is not unnatural that in his native island Padi’s memory is over- 
shadowed today by the Napoleon-Cultus, more profitable to the 
tourist industry.^ 

The Corsican impulse was Boswell’s final flutter. At long last he 
seems to have realised that neither Dundas, nor Pitt, nor Burke, nor 
anyone in high places had the least intention of helping him to any 
public career whatsoever. Whether he realised equally his entire unfit- 
ness for such things, who can say} The traditional comedian who 
yearns to dazzle the world as Hamlet is perennial. Boswell may have 
imposed on himself so long that he died believing himself hardly 
med by the politicians. If he did not, if m a last clairvoyant moment 
he grasped this final truth about Janies Boswell, it remains a secret 
sha^ by Boswell with God alone. 

This crowning disappointment was undoubtedly severe, and d<^tived 
life of its savour for some weeks. Boswdl notes this spring with lisdess 
melancholy that he has lost the faculty of recording conversations — 
’or perhaps 1 have seen and heard so much now that no conversation 
impresses me* ; which is quite likely, since he had been satiated with the 
most brilliant talk in London for the past thirty years. But his spirits 
revive before long, and life goes on as usual. He dines fi:cqucndy with 
his learned breth^ at Old Bailey, and has begun to attend Portland 
Chapel regtilatly. His old^ fiiend Dr. Douglas, Bishop of Salisbury, 
is in town — ^his lordship of the suave manner and die ’sly g^tening 
look’ was firequendy in town — and he dines with him, with Sir Grey 
Cowper, with Malone; with Sir Joseph Banks, President of the Royd 
Society, and with Daines Barrington, part of whose long correspon- 
dence with White of Sdbomc has lately been merged into the nouble 
English classic he is said to have inspired,* 

1795 Napoleon retook Corsica, and after a brief rc-occupadon by British 
ttoopslni8i4;itwasrestotedtoPtanccaycarlatfer. I^mjH’s remains Weiseachained 
ftom the bid Catholic cemetery of St Pai«cras in 1889 md letmned. There is a 
emotaph, witii a Haxntati bust in the south aisle rifWesttnituter Abbey. 

* Tht Neturd History <tnd Antiquities of SelfrptHt, jin the County of Soutlum^toitf 
containing 44 letters to Thomas Pennant and 6$ to Daines Barrington. wMi 
engravings, was' published by the IVey.. Gilbett white fal i789> ' As, readers' of 
Lamb ate aware, .Barrington in old age tried to bribe the Temple , gardeptr to 
poison all the Temple sparrows; a peculiar devribpnient for- '^Trite’s ftiend.; ' 
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The Isham Papers break off abruptly, for good, with the entry of 
Saturday, April 12, 1794, when Boswell dined witli DiUy and Miss 
Dilly and spent a pleasant evening with his friend George Dance, R..A., 
who had drawn his portrait the year before. News of him for the next 
few months is relatively scrappy, and derived mainly from indirect 
sources. On May 31 he wrote to Temple, advising him in Dilly ’s 
behalf that a sermon and odicr collected writings against the Terror in 
France would not sell, the British market being at saturation-point. 
The letter winds to its end with a rcfraui, already quoted in part in 
an early page of this book, which we could now, like most of Boswell’s 
intunates, recite by heart 

I thank you sincerely for your friendly admonition on my frailty in indulging 
so much in wine. I do resolve aiiew to be on my guard, as I am sensible how 
very pernicious as well as disreputable such a habit is. How miserably hiive 
I yielded to it in various years ! Recollect wliat General Paoli said to you, — 
recollect what happened at Berwick. 

What Paoh said, what happened at Berwick, art not known, but 
may be easily conjectured. ‘His intemperance for some months 
before he died’, wrote Earington rather priggishly in 1796, ‘I imputed 
to a spcdcs of insanity.’ 

On June 14, with Farington, Boswell attended one of the current 
hearings of the Warren Hastings trial, now dragghig to its weary 
dose and long since devoid of those enjoyable sensations of the early 
days, when Burke and Fox stormed and Aiurdercd, and Sheridan fell 
badewArds with admirable timing into, Burke’s arms after a superb 
four days’ perfbrmanco, and fine ladies sobbed and saeamed, and 
hhrs, Siddons was carried out in a swoon and Mrs. Sheridan in a fit. 
By June 1794 the fireworks had become few and .unexdtlng. ‘Burke 
very duE and tedious’, notes Farington. ‘Abusive without wit or 
entertainment,* The ‘managers’, Burke, Francis, and Windham, were 
replying to the defence, tributes to Hastings from India, European 
and native, were stiE coming in, and the acquittal ten mnrilhs hcaicc 
was probably already a foregone condusion, as Paria^on hints, 
despite what lord Rosebery caEs ‘the undying rancour of Francis 
[‘Junius’] and the deepless humanity of Burke’.^ Boswdl, scenting his 
hero’s coming triumph, may have rejoiced. 

* An M.P,. named Nichoh accounted to Farington for' Burke’s inflexibility 
by the fact that Hastings prevented Boride’s son *&om being in eSect R^ah> of 
Taxyote’. Lobby gossip, doubtless.' 



VRAYB rOY 


271 

Early in July he went up to AuchiiJeck again, as a wine-cellar 
inventory in his writing revels. He was sdll at Auchinleck in October, 
when he wrote to bis brother David in Great Titchficld Street a letter 
steeped in gloom. Altliough Veronica and Euphemia were with him, 
and receiving a fair amount of cheerful company, and though he was 
busily occupied with estate business, he was in the depths of mdiappiness 
and longing for London, as usual. ‘How hard it is’, he cries to David, 
‘that I do not enjoy this fine place [’ And he complains of being able to 
expect nowadays ‘only temporary alleviation of misery, and some 
gleams of enjoyment.’ Did David Boswell take this wail seriously i 
He had, like Temple, heard it five hundred times before. It began, as 
we know, in the 1750’s, and had been a recurring motif ia die Boswellian 
symphony ever since. It may be noted that the letter to David is 
chiefly concerned with the payment of Mary Bryant’s ‘gratuity’ out 
of Boswell’s own pocket. 

He was back in London early in 1795, and plunged at once into 
diversion, giving a large dinner-party on March 4, at which the guests 
were Malone, Lord Delaval, Count Castenau, Farington, Sir William 
Wolscly, Colond Sfc Paul, Captain Lee of the Life Guards, Osborne, 
cx-Brilish Minister at Dresden, and ^Major Wynyard, hero of a cele- 
brated psychic experience on which Bosw^ would naturally be 
delighted to cross-examine him ‘as Johnson taught mc’.^ The two 
elder Misses Boswdl and young Mr. James were also of this party. 

We catch another glimpse of their father in a letter of March, 
gallandy assuring the Countess of Orkney that he will be pleased 
to wait on her l^yship at Cliefden ‘whenever you let me know that 
I may come’, and again in April, when he writes to Malone protesting 
against the Rev. Dr. Samuel Parr’s cool attempt to foist his Latin 
epitaph for the Johnson Monument on the Memorial Committee of the 
literary Club without criticism. And them, on April 13, an entry in 
Farington’ s diary affords us a distinct view of him at last 

^ 'While in barracks with their regiment at Halifax, Nova Scotia, in 1785, 
M^or Wynyard and his colonel, Sherbrooke, dalmed to have been visited by 
an apparitioa of Wynyard’s brother John, who died in London that very day 
andhour. Soswdl, ever interested in the supemttmil, discussed the case eidiaus- 
dvely with his £dends. Reynolds and M^ue were sceptical; Courtenay, an 
agnostic, was inclined to accept the story; Langton suggested a practical joke. 
Summing up to Temple in March 1789, after discuasing tiic matter with^ Bun in 
two letters, Boswell dedareS, ‘Pdl* my part, I have no diflSculty in beHe^ting tire 
story to be snpermtuntily true’ ; whidi has exposed him to a few more gibei ftom 
enemies past and present. 
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Boswell this day attended the Literary Club, and went from thence too ill 
to walk home. He went out no more, 

The end was now approaching. That superb Boswellian constitution 
which had defied nearly forty intensive years of the botde was breaking 
—had broken — down at last Barring normal reactions from drinking- 
bouts and some recurring evidence of an indisposition connected with 
his other fevourite pastime (though the mercury-pills he confided in 
may have been chiefly a prophylactic, for he was intensely nervous on 
this question, and he could not have gone on drinking as he did if 
anything serious load befaUen him), Boswell had never suffered any 
illness or been bedridden in his life. His fircedom from gout is above 
all extraordinary. While all around him crippled ex-boon-companions 
were languishing at home on gruel, or awaking public pity like the 
bandaged Pitt agonising in the Commons, he ignored this major 
scourge of every disciple of Anacreon with magnificent aplomb. 

A day or two after the collapse at the Club, Temple, himself 
recovering fi:om shock and injuries in a riding aeddent, received his 
last letter from his indefatigable correspondent, confidant, and penitent 
The first sentence, written by Boswell himself, is barely legible. 

My dear Temple, — would fein write to you in my own hand, but really 
cannot. Alas, my friend, what a state is this 1 My son James is to write for me 
what remains of this letter, and I am to dictate. The pain which continued for 
so many weeb was very severe indeed, and when it went off I thought myself 
quite wcH; but I soon felt a conviction that I was by no means as I should 
be— so exceedingly weak, as my miserable attempt to write to you afforded 
a full proof. All then that can be said is, that I must wait widi patience. 

But O, my friend I how strange is it iha^ at this very time of my iUncss, 
you and Miss Temple should have been in such a dangerous state. Much 
occasion for tihankfiilness is there diat it has not been worse with yoa Pray 
write, or make somebody write, frequmdy. I fed myself a good dc^ stronger 
to-day, notwithstanding the scrawL God bless you, my dear Temple I I 
ever am your old and affectionate feiciid, here and I trust hereafter. 

, Jambs Boswb|x. . 

To this Jamie added a private and significant postscript: 

Dear Sir,— You wfll find by the fotegoiog^, the .whole (sic) of vriuch was 
dictated by my feflicr, that he is ignorant of foe dangerous situation in which 
he was, and, I am sorry to say,, still continues to be. Yesterday and to-day he 
has been somewhat better, and we trust that the, nourishment which he is 
now able to take, and his strong constitution, will support him through! 

I remain, vrifo respea, 

Jambs BosweUt, Jr, 
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The mysterioiK ‘pain of so many weeks’ was due, as will appear, to a 
growing tumour on the bladder. From the meagre evidence available 
a Harley Street specialist has diagnosed for me in addition ursemia, 
or kidney-trouble. Farington reasonably remarks of the Duke of 
Leeds, who died of the same kind of tumour, that, as vyith Boswell, his 
disorder attacked his weakest part 
Almost immediately Jamie reported to Temple that his father was 
much better. The pain had gone, and the greatest care was being 
taken of him by his &cnd, Dr. Warren — W arren of the Literary Club, 
Physician to the King — assisted by Mr. Earle the surgeon, Mr. 
Devaynes the apothecary, and Mr. Kingston. A few days lier came a 
relapse, with fever, severe shivering, violent head^e, stomach 
disorder, and vomiting. ‘He thinks himself better today, but cannot 
conjecture when he shall recover. His affection for you remains the 
same. You will receive a long and full letter firom him.* 

This letter was never written, though Boswell had recovered 
sufficiendy by April 24, stimulated by a too-optimistic conjecture of 
Warren’s, to dictate a brief note in his- old dashing ‘spirited’ style to 
Warren Hastings, congratulating him on his acquittal (twenty-three 
votes to six) by the Lords in Westminster Hall the day before, after a 
trial spread over seven years and costing Hastings ^70,060. ‘The 
moment I am able to go abroad, I will £y to Mr. Hastings and expand 
my soul in the purest satisfaction.' Alas, ten days later David Boswell 
had grave news for Temple. ‘I am sorry to say my poor brother is in 
the most imminent danger; a swelling in his bladder has mortified, 
but he is yet alive, and God Almighty may restore him to us.’ Another 
ten days dragged on and Jamie wrote again, sombrely. His Either vras 
considmbly worse; much weaker, more vomiting. Feeling better one 
day, wishing to leave his bed, and bemg lifted out with the surgeon’s 
consent, he bad tinted away. 'Since that he has been in a very bad 
way indeed, and there are now, I fear, little or no hopes of his recovery.’ 

Miserere, Judex meus, 

Mortu in discemiine. 

The end had come. Round Boswell!$ bed hung his brother David, 
his sons Alexander and James, and his daughters Veronica, on whom 
the main butdcn of his nursing had fidlen, and Et^hemia. His final 
yisitots we do not know, nor what spiritual viaticum hfc recerved' at 
the last, and the matter, since it probably decided his &te for all ctserbityt 
is naturally of no gteatintercstmmbdern critics. -But we have dt bn 
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the authority of an obscure Scots friend and admirer, the B^ev. Samuel 
Martin of Monimail, who regarded Boswell with ‘aficctionate concern 
and respect*, deploring his lifelong strayings fiom. tlie twin paths of 
Presbyterianism and "Nagger y, that at the end prayer was his stay*. 
It could hardly be otherwise with one who had managed to keep faith 
alight under a bushel of follies. He died, Malone said, witliout pain or 
efibrt. 

On May 19 David Boswell conveyed the last news to Temple, with 
an aspiration for the departed soul which may have been a memory 
of his long residence in Spain. 

I have now the painful task of mforming you diat my dear brother expired 
this moniing at two o’clock. We have both lost a kind, affectionate friend, 
and I shall never have such another. He has suffered a great deal during his 
illness, which has lasted five wcdcs, but not much in his last moments. May 
God Almighty have mercy upon his soul, and receive him into His heavenly 
kingdom. 

He is to be buried at Auchinkek, for which place his two sons will set out 
in two or three days. They and his two eldest daughters have behaved in a 
most affectionate, exemplary manner during his confinement; they all desire 
to be kindly remembered to you, and Miss Temple, and beg your sympadiy 
on this melancholy occasion. 

So the mortal part of James Boswell set out on his last and most 
expensive journey— costing 5^250— along that Great North Road 
he had so often travelled, and his coffin, on its way to the femily 
vault, lay overnight at more than one inn where his roving eye and 
busling meddlesome kindliness were well known. His papers, apart 
Scorn that mass of MSS. locked away in the Kincardine ebony cabinet 
and acquired 130 years later by Colonel Isham, were left to Malone. 
They iaduded a bundle of newspaper-dippings, ‘probably intended*, 
thinks Farington, Tor some purpose he h^ sdiemed.’ Whetiier this 
scheme was the Life of Reynolds, one of many literary projects toyed 
with of late years, I cannot tdL His will, nobly feudal, left an estate 
of more than j(^2,ooo a year to Sandic, tie new laird, J^iso a year 
to Jamie, and a year apiece to tie tiree girls, with shares in 
a ^500 bequest to Veronica in addition- Lord Audimleck*s grim 
widow was left an annuity of /J4 jOo- 

The obituary notice in The GetUknm*s Magazine was full and 
generous. ‘His enemies*, said tic anonymous writer, believed to^ be 
Chalme rs, ‘are wdcoanc, if ticy please, to dwell on his failings* 
Of tiese he had not many, and they, were injurious to no person* 
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It does not seem to me that he ever did, or could, injure any human 
being intentionally.’ Which is all true enough, and his enemies certainly 
have dwelt on his failings ever since, widi great gusto and exclusivity. 

It is to be hoped that the attempt to restore a decent balance in thew 
pages has succeeded sufficiently to make any more comment on this 
complex, trying, lovable, intensely human character a waste of words. 
Most men display themselves to the world carefully posed, like a 
studio-photograph. BosweU carelessly exhibited an X-ray film, and 
the world cannot forgive this crudeness. It disturbs the rapt self-worship 
of fools who deny the Fall 


7 

Visitors to St Paul’s Cathedral, London, can hardly avoid being 
instandy impressed by one in particular of those colossal marble 
statues under the Dome which at a first glance migbt almost be mistaken 
for the statues of saints and aposdes one finds abroad. The striking 
monument to Dr. Samud Johnson, carved by John Bacon, R-A., was 
erected by public subscription, under die auspices of the literary dub, 
in the early part of 1796, at the considerable cost of elevea hundred 
guineas, towards which Mxs. Thrale-Piozsd subscribed two. It repre- 
sents die Doctor, curly-haired, half-naked in a Roman toga, a kind of 
Orson with aiormous muscular thews and a brooding, menacing 
expression, leaning against a pillar, one vast elbow propped on a 
scroll iusciibcd in cursive Greek capitals. The whole conveys a 
remarkable suggestion, if I may be excused this flippancy, of a gladiator 
at the Games who has received disturbing news ficom home. One 
feels strongly that the Memcnaal Committee would have been wiser 
to employ Fkxman, who carved die Reynolds statue adjacent, or 
even Nollekens, whose most rococo inspiration might have done the 
Doctor more justice. Undemcadi Bacon’s fiignre is the Latin epitaph 
composed at the Memorial Committee’s invitation by the Rev. Dr. 
Samud Parr, that eminent Harrovian dassic, who was seized with 
confusion and dismay (though he latex became somewhat stiff and 
conedted) when he reflected on ‘the confined and difficult speedes of 
composition in which alone they (Johnson’s atta inmen ts] can be 
expressed with propriety upon his mcaiument*’ The result seems hardly 
to justify the fiiss. Better memorial Latin, unless I err, tvas written 
by Jacques Toumebroche for the Abb6 Coignard. 
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There is not the smallest memorial to James Boswell in Westminster 
Abbey, where so many periwigged mediocrities posture and gesticulate 
fi:om their tombs in bronze and marble, tempting Heaven with their 
arrogance. I think the Renaissance would have accorded him at least a 
votive tablet, if not a tombeau of verse-offerings by fficndly hands, 
though he himself erected a memorial more enduring. Musing on 
these things, I have toyed with the pleasing fancy of venturing to 
supply the deficiency with an imaginary Boswell Monument embody- 
ing a sonorous epitaph in the taste of his age, in which any lack of 
academic polish ^ould be compensated by strong affection. 

The reader is invited, then, to imagine a complicated and towering 
funereal confection in marble in the style of Nollekens or Roubiliac, 
surmounted by the figmes of Britannia and Literature weeping over a 
large oval medallion of bronze, draped and laurelled, firaming the 
Boswdl profile, somewhat idealised, in basso^eliePOn Underneath, on 
a sarcophagus shaped like a tea-caddy, is the Boswell crest of the 
hooded hawk with the motto, Vraye JFoy, over an epitaph deeply 
chiselled as follows: 

D.O.M. 

Siste, viator 1 

Si humani generis firagilitads, 

Si camis peccatorum Bacchique orgiorum, 

Vd sitis potcnriac pucriKs, 

Vd otnnis vanitatis 

Unquam misericordia es conunotus, 

Costodi paululum memoria 
JACOBUM BOSWELL, Atmigerum, 

Bom: Auchinlech; in Comitat: Ayr: 

Virum plurimis infinnitatibtis, 

Quae in hominc inveniri possint, 

Valde praeditum; 

Potatoiem, moechum, advocatum; vexbo atylique gairulitate 
intemperantem, 

Animi IcvitatSs tnnquam speculi; 

Quae omnia dbi, viatod probo, 

(Proh pudor I) 

Invisa sunt 

Hii stukitiis addidit per totam yitam 
Auream rniseriicordiain, 

Bonitatem quae vere abstirda saeculo htdo videretur, 

Simplidtatem atque animi candorem ignobiles, 
bbstmatan^ 
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Sancdtatis desidcradonem Ubidine saepius expulsam, tamcn usque 
rccurrentetn; 

Rdiquit Littcrarum Reipublicac 

Monumentum praedarissunum. 

Morte acerba raptus, eheu ! 

(Nec defiiit vero pocnitcutia ucc diristi spes) 

Aono aetatis quinquagesimo quintx). 

In patria jacet sepultus. 

Cojiis animam de morte aetema libera^ Dominc I 
That is to say: 

To the Glory of God. 

Stay, traveller I 

If thou has ever been moved by pity for human weakness, 

For fleshly sins and the lures of Bacchus, 

For a childish thirst for preferment, 

For vanity of every kind, 

Ponder a moment the memory 
of 

Jambs Boswbix, Esquire, 

■ Laird of Auchinlecfc in the County of Ayr, 

A man largely adorned by most of ‘the infirmities 
To be found in human kind; 

Bibber, Icchcr, lawyer; of uncontrolled garrulity alike in word and pen, 
A mirror of ftivolity : 

AU of which things to thee, upri^t traveller, 

(O, shame I) 

Are anathema. 

To these fidlies he added throughout his lifo 
A golden charity, 

A kindness which to this age will seem indeed alwuid, 

A foolish simplicity and candour, 

A steadfost fidth, 

A longing for goodness, too often cagpcUcd by the flesh, yet ever 
returning; 

He bequeathed to the Republic of Letters 
A monument of extreme splendour. 

Rapt away, alas I by inexorable Death 
(Not without penitence, indeed, nor hope in Christ), 
in the 55ih year of his age, 

He lies buried in his own land. 

"Whose soxjl deliver, O Lord, fixnn eternal dooml 


END 



Appendix 

A NOTE ON HEREDITY 

‘Heredity’, announced Zola in tbe 1870*3, ‘has its laws, like gravity/ 
On this attractive theory, derived from the latest dogma of Claude 
Bernard and other scientific pontiSs of the moment, Zola, a typical 
materialist pritmire^ as Ldon Daudet said, proceeded to erect the twelve 
novels of die Rougon-Maquart cycle, a study of the offipring of a 
drunkard and a lunatic and the purest arbitrary rubbisL Science 
today admits heredity to be a problem of extreme complexity and by 
no means easily comprehensible. One is therefore not unduly surprised 
to find the unstable and dissolute Boswdl’s sons, inbred from a 
tubercular mother and deriving from stock with a ‘mental* streak in 
it, developing into sober, healthy men of substance and distinedon, 
and only one of Ids frmily — ^Eupheniia, the second daughter — 
manifesting any eccentricity whatsoever, and that late, and of the 
mildest. 

I am indebted to Dr. Halliday Sutherland for a diagram showing 
the transmission of qualities through the generations. The first sixteen 
letters of the alphabet arc here deemed to be married in pairs, the 
subsequent generations being shown alternatively in ‘lower case’ and 
capital letters, the ‘lower case* letters transmitting qualities denoted 
by the capitals, and vice-versa. 

A-B C-D E-F G-H I-J K-h M-N O-P (Grcat-great-grandparcnts) 

j I I I 1 III 

ab - cd cf - gh ij - kl mn - op (Great-grandparents) 

III) 

ABCD EPGH pL ^MNOP (Grandparents) 

abcde%Ii ^ijklnmop (Parents) 

ABCX>EIGHIJKIMNOP (CMd) 

‘Biologically’, explains Dr. Sutheriand, 'an individual has no parents, 
but four grandparents and surteeu great-great-gtandparents. This 
means that a child inherits through its pataits the qualities of its 
grandparents, and through its great-grandparents the qualities of its 
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great-great-grandparents. If you take the last individual on the chart 
to be Bosvidl, for example, you might be able to know from -which 
gaieration any weakness was inherited. But this is not quite so simple 
as it seems, because if in a family there were two similar raintri, then of 
course each generation would show the same taint. The man who 
wrote die Book of Exodus knew as much as we do when he said that 
a taint is transmitted to the third and fourth generation. Thereafter 
it disappears.’ 

Wi^ this preliminary clearing of the ground we may proceed to 
glance at Boswell’s offipring. 

Alexander (Sandic), whom his father had intended for the Bar, 
via Utrecht and Edinburgh, discarded this plan on becoming Laird of 
Auchinleck in 1795, travelled a year in Gamany, and translated some 
German verse in such a fashion as to win warm praise from Walter 
Scott, whose lifelong friend he became after serving as an officer in the 
same Militia ca-valry raiment in 1797. Undtt Scott’s infrucncc 
Sandic betook himself— thanks to his fether’s self-sacrifice he could 
afford such luxuries, apart from ‘his carriage and four, his hounds, 
and his racehorses’, as his sister Euphemia told Farington— seriously 
to poetry, and published a collection of original Scots-dialert verse 
in the manner of AUan Ramsay and Bums, whom ho adored. In 1815 
he turned dilettante, antiquary, and typographer, like Horace Walpole, 
setting up a private press at Auchinleck, the Offlcim Typographica 
Straminia, and issuing a sequence of late-medieval and Rmaissance 
reprints, many from his grandfather’s library, of obscure but interesting 
Scottish authors. In 1818, having become Laureate of the Harveian 
Club and a leading member of the Roxburghe, having almost single- 
handed brought abotit the erection of the Bums Memorial on the 
Doon, and having published more original, verse, this time in the 
mann er of Scott, Sandie sat in Pa r li ame nt for Plympton, Devon, till 
l8ao. In 1821 George IV acated him a baronet He married, in the 
tribal BosweU fiishion, one of the Montgomeries of Lainshaw, bis 
mother’s clan, and had several childroL. .Scott and Lockhart, among 
others, speak warmly of Sir Alexander Boswell’s culture, literary 
ardour, high spirits, and fimik and jovial .charm.. In March 1822, 
folio-wing attacks by him and others of Scott’s fdends on James Stuart of 
Duneam in Glasgow journals, Sir Akmder was called out by Stuarp 
In the ensuing du^ with Lord Queensberry’s heit as his second, be, was 
shot through the collarbone and, to the, distress of Walter Scotp .Fb® 
bore some responsibiUty in the affiiir, died, next day at Bahnntot.the 
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ancestral Boswell home. He is buried at Auchinleck. It may be noted 
that Sandie’s physical vigour, like his mental, was well above the 
average. He was a strapping, muscular figure, devoted to field-sports, 
as boisterous at times as his father, at times a trifle overbearing. His 
son James, second and last baronet, continued the BoswcU line with a 
couple of daughters. 

James (Jamie), Boswell’s second son, a more sedate type, took his 
M.A. degree at Oxford, was elected a Fellow of Brasenose and called 
to the Bar, and in 1805 was appointed a Commissioner in Bankruptcy, 
A promising legal career Aus begun, he turned, like Sandie, to 
literature. living, while still an undergraduate, contributed the notes 
signed ‘J.B.O.’ to Malone’s third edition (1799) of Boswell’s Life of 
Johfison, Jamie became Malone’s and Walter Scott’s intimate, eited 
die sixth edition of his fether’s work himself, completed the second 
edition of Malone’s great critical Sliakespearc after Malone’s death, 
and in 1821 edited the ‘Third Variorum’ Shakespeare in ai volumes. 
He died, unmarried and in debt, in his Temple chambers a few weeks 
before Sandie’s fatal duel. Lockhart awards him considerable Shake- 
^earean scholarship and admirable social gifts. A member of the 
Roxburghe Club, Jamie inherited, like his brother, the paternal gift 
for light convivial lyrics, and, also like his brother, none of the bacdiic 
paternal weaknesses which had accompanied it. 

Veronica Boswell, infected after birth, like her mother, with 
tuberculosis, which is not inheritable, died at the age of twenty-three 
in Oetbber 1795, five months after her father, of rapid consumption, 
acedetated apparently by a strain incurred while hdping to lift him 
in his last illness. I find it difficult to agree 'with a modem critic weeping 
over Veronica’s tomb that she perished a meek and heart-broken 
victim to paternal degradation and filial duty, fiiding out like a 
‘Keepsake’ heroine of the 1840’s. Boswdfl himself has shovm us that 
Veronica -was a decidedly aggressive type, apt to defy and domineer, 
though possessing, like hims^, ai;i affi^onate heart. 

As for Euphemia, she -was healthy enough, and the keen eye of 
Joseph Farington, who called on her in Edinbu^ in September 1801, 
notw no eccentricity of any kind. During a long talk on her &ther, 
of whom she spoke •with strong aflfection, her dder brother, whose 
abilities she admired, and her fiuruly generally, Euphemia nevertheless 
revealed, in a slightly add remark on the continuance of the Feudal 
System and ‘the sacrifices which custom makes of the younger children, 
who are educated as gentlemen and gentlewomen,, and left -with 
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pittances only to support those characters’, what was to become an 
obsession before long. Having cut herself off with her £100 z year 
from the family at length to write opera (she said), she began addressing 
finnnrial appeals to her friends and acquaintance, under the delusion 
that her rdiations were leaving her in want She died, unmarried, at 
the age of sixty. 

Elizabcdi (Betsy), who was normal enough, followed the Boswell 
tradition by marrying a cousin, William, in 1799, and died in 1814. 




